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the beginning (or maybe the middle, or end) 


Author's Notes: 
The main blog for this story is progmafiatumblr.com, where there are also photos and more background 


details. 


"Where are you off too?" 
Jon paused, peacoat half-buttoned. "For a walk around the park, | think. Maybe to the café." 


Christopher Squire - ‘sir’ to anyone who knew him, ‘Squire’ to a select few, and ‘Chris’ to Jon and Jon alone - 


grinned. "Shopping?" 


Jon reached up on tiptoe and gave him a peck on the cheek. "Perhaps. You know how | love to spend your 
money.” He giggled. "I'll bring you back something sweet" He turned and left, the heels of his boots clicking on 
the marble as he walked out the door. 


The smile faded from Chris's face as soon as the door shut. His Jon had been taking quite a few walks in the 
park lately. Shopping for hours and coming home empty-handed. He wanted to be able to let it go as nothing, as 
one of Jon's mere follies - and he had many - but he hadn't gotten as far as he had without listening to his 
instincts. And one thing he had learned was to never trust anybody. Ever. 


He strode through the house and back to the kitchen, where Steve was making himself a cup of coffee. He 
could have had one of the staff make it for him and deliver it to the enormous dining room with gilt and 
chandeliers, but instead here he was, in the cramped and stuffy kitchen, hunched over the coffeemaker. That 
was Steve for you. 


"Steve." 
He looked up. "Sir?" 
"Jon's just left. Find him. Follow him." No further explanation was needed. 


"Yes, sir." He grabbed three things on the way out of the house - a travel mug for his coffee, a jacket, and a 
large camera. He slipped out of the sunlight and into the dappled shade of the trees as he walked down the 
well-manicured street, headed into town. 


Steve was not an imposing figure. He was not sinister and shadowy like Chris, or brutally muscular like Bill, or 
tall and solid like Rick had been. His value lay elsewhere. In jeans and sneakers, with his long hair and camera 
slung around his neck, he looked like any art student, a wannabe photographer. He could blend into crowds as 


easily as a snake slips through the grass, and if he wanted, he could strike just as quickly. 
But that wasn't his job. Not today. 


The bitter black coffee burned his throat and the mug obscured half his face as he made his way to the park. 
He knew exactly where Jon was likely to go. He was good at observation. He knew the rhythms of everyone he 


worked near, and he picked up the beat quickly. 


He found Jon by the geraniums in the park, and stayed a distance away, keeping behind trees. He bought a hot 
dog from a vendor. He waited, and watched, and meandered. Jon went into a bakery. 


He was examining the display racks when the bell over the door tinkled again. Jon looked up briefly, seeing a 
familiar slinky figure enter. He couldn't decide whether to smile or not, so he turned his attention back to the 


cupcakes. 


"I'd like a half-dozen of the red velvet, please," he said quietly. The girl behind the counter nodded and began to 


remove them. 


"We've got to stop meeting like this," came a low voice close to his ear. Jon shivered just a little bit and 
grinned. He couldn't help it. 


"Hello, Peter." 
"Any chance you'd share?" he gestured to the cupcakes. 


"They're for Chris," Jon chided. "I think he'd notice if | came home with an uneven number. Bakeries don't 


generally sell cupcakes in batches of five." 
"Baker's half-dozen, perhaps?" 
Jon rolled his eyes and ordered a raspberry Danish as well. He knew Peter would prefer it to the cupcakes. 


"For me? How sweet!" Peter took a large bite, licking the jam from the corner of his mouth. Jon watched the 


motion intently. "Can | offer you a drink?" 
"It's the middle of the afternoon" 
"Lemonade?" 


Jon loved sweet things, but he had a penchant for the occasional bitterness. Peter knew this. They smiled at 


each other. 


| think that would hit the spot nicely. Shall we?" 
"Yes." 


Peter ushered Jon out of the bakery and down the street with a hand to his lower back. They were walking 
somewhere. Walking, because every cab driver in the city was on someone's payroll. Steve followed them 
quietly, occasionally pausing to take a picture of a tree or a flowerbed or an abandoned bicycle. He was good at 
keeping his cover, and besides, there was something satisfying about hearing the quiet click of the camera. 


Almost like a gun, but nobody got hurt. Not right away. 


He followed the pair for several blocks, into the heart of downtown, to an old brownstone that had been 
converted into apartments. Small, no doubt, but expensive. Quiet and out of the way. Exactly the type you'd 


want for a long-term assignation 


He watched them go past the doorman, who carefully did not look at Jon. Steve wondered if Don Banks was the 
one paying for the apartment. He took a walk around the block to the back of the building next door, where 


there was an iron fire escape. 


God bless old buildings, he thought as he swung himself up, being careful of his camera. He clambered up, 


story by story, peering through the building next door with his keen eyesight, until he got to the third story. 


The living room curtains had been left open. It was a nice apartment, he could see. A leather couch. A 
mahogany table with a bakery package tossed carelessly on it. The occupants weren't paying attention to the 
décor, though, being wrapped in a passionate embrace. 


He raised his camera and took a picture of the building. Then he zoomed in and took a picture of the couple. 


Then a few more. Proof. The boss wanted proof. Well, he was getting it. 


Eventually, Jon and Peter left the living room, and Steve climbed down the fire escape and made his way to a 
drugstore. He had a roll of film to develop. 


dinner 


Jon waltzed through the door a little before dinner, bakery bag swinging from his wrist. "Chris?" he called, and 
a curly blonde head popped out from a hallway. "Oh, hello Bill. Where's my man?" 


"In the study. You might want to convince him to come out for dinner.” 
"Oh, | will” He traipsed down the hallway to the study and knocked on the door. 


"Mmm?" came a noise from inside, neither giving him permission to enter nor barring him. Jon opened the door 


anyway. 
"Chris? Dinnertime." 

He set down his pen and rubbed his eyes. “Really? So soon?" 

‘Its been hours, silly. Didn't you miss me?" 

Chris looked up, blearily. "Yes, of course." His eyes honed in on the bag. "What's that?" 

"Dessert." 

"Wonderful" They made their way to the dining room and settled in cozily at one end of the enormous table. 
The table was set for two, and a fine roasted chicken sat waiting. Chris began to carve it. Dark meat for 
himself. Light meat for Jon. 

"Just us?" Jon asked. "Where's Steve?" 

"Out" There was no further explanation 

"What about Bill? | just saw him-" 

"He's too busy." 

Jon frowned. "Business again?" 

"Yes. We've got a big deal going down. | shouldn't even be stopping right now-" 


"Darling, you must eat sometime. Don't you have people who can take care of this?" 


‘None that | trust this far up, not besides Steve and Bill. We've got plenty of men, but ever since-" he cut 
himself off, mouth pressed together in a thin line. "Well. We've been a bit short-staffed" 


Jon knew what he was referring to. Rick had left a few months ago. He hadn't sold them out, or switched 
allegiances, he had simply..gone. 


Jon missed him. 
"Well, that's too bad. | hate seeing you so stressed." 


"There's nothing to be done." Chris took a large bite of chicken. They both sat there, eating quietly for a few 


minutes until there was a cough from the entranceway. 

"Sir? Sorry to interrupt, but he's on the phone." 

Chris stood immediately. "| must take this call. Goodnight, Jon" 

"Good..goodnight, Chris." Jon offered him a tentative smile, before leaving the dining room himself. 


The cupcakes lay on the table, forgotten. 


gone 


Rick was like sunshine. 

He was tall, and strong, with a deep laugh and golden hair. Jon liked being near him. He liked the daytime, and 
was sick and tired of the long hours Chris kept, the late nights, the nights where he wouldn't crawl into bed at 
all, but fell asleep in his study. Unlike most of their business, Rick did his work under the sun, instead of in the 
shadows. 

They called him the Wake Man, Jon always felt safe with him. 

It was sunset when they last talked, out on the balcony. Jon was sipping from a glass of wine. A fine, rich 
vintage. Chris only bought the best. He had offered some to Rick, but Rick declined. He preferred his mineral 
water. 

"Sometimes | think you're too good for this life," Rick said suddenly. 

Jon rolled his eyes. "I think the same about you." 


‘lm not good. Really.” Rick hesitated, looking over at Jon, as if he was going to say more. There was a few 


more minutes of quiet, until he spoke again. "I hope you don't just think of me as an employee." 

"Rick, | never-" 

"I hope you might consider me a friend, but if not that, than at least..at least someone you can depend on. A 
resource, if you will" He pulled a sliver of paper out of his pocket and handed it to Jon. It was a crumpled 
receipt for take-out, with a phone number scrawled on the back. "This is my number. My private number. 


Just in case." 


Unsure what to do, Jon thanked him and put it in his pocket. Rick had an uncharacteristically serious 


expression on his face, and Jon instinctively knew that he shouldn't tell anyone about the number. 
The glass door leading to the balcony slid open, and Chris joined them. 
"Evening, boss." Rick's smile was back in place, like it had never left. Like it could never leave. 


"Evening." Chris placed a hand on Jon's shoulder and smiled down at him. Jon grinned back. "You might think 
about coming in. It's getting dark." 


He was right. The sun had dipped below the horizon. Jon hadn't even noticed. He wrapped an arm around Chris's 
waist and stepped inside, Rick a familiar and comfortable shadow behind them. 


In the morning he was gone. 


It was cloudy, and Jon slept in accidentally. The sunlight through the window usually woke him up. He liked that, 
lying in bed as the rays danced across his skin. He could plan out his day, smell coffee brewing, or on the rare 
occasion where he had gotten up before Chris, contemplate his lover in the early morning light, and then wake 
him up in whatever way struck him best. Not this morning. This morning there was shouting. Chris was 


shouting. He never raised his voice. Something was wrong. 

He threw on a robe and dashed downstairs to find Bill, Steve, and Chris all standing in a hallway. 
"-told you, | don't know where he went!" Bill was angry. 

"Neither of you noticed? Neither of you? What am | paying you for?" Chris was angrier. 


'I- l'm sorry, if we - he never said anything, he wasn't acting any differently-" Steve was trying to shrink into 


a corner, but there was none to be had. 
"Chris?" 


All three men halted at the sound of Jon's soft voice. "Chris, what's happened?" But he knew. Somehow, he 
knew, deep in his gut. 


"Its Rick He's gone," Chris explained shortly. He turned to Bill and Steve. "Get out. Find him. Track him down, Call 
everyone that can keep their mouth shut. | want every eye we have in the city looking for him, and every eye 


outside. Does Page owe us a favor? Check up on that. Call him too. Go." They left, but everyone knew it was no 


use. If the Wake Man didn't want to be found, he wouldn't be. 
Two shuddery breaths, and they were alone. 
"Where's he gone?" Jon asked again, voice tiny. 


Now that his underlings were gone, Chris could allow himself to show a spark of fear. "I don't know. He's just 
gone. Taken his car and his cash and left." 


"But.why?" 


"| don't know." His jaw clenched, and Jon could see the cogs churning behind his eyes, desperately searching for 
a solution. Rick had been with him a long time. He had been fierce and loyal and helped them rise to the top. 
Could they manage without him? And what would happen when word got out, as it inevitably would? They'd 
appear weak. Nature abhors a vacuum. What would fill it? 


Chris couldn't express these fears, no matter how they consumed him. Chris could only clench his fists and 


breathe, but Jon could wrap his arms around the taller man, and so he did. They stood there for long minutes, 


wrapped around each other, Chris burying his face into Jon's soft hair. Slowly, slowly, he began to relax. 


"You should put some clothes on," Chris said finally. "I think itll be a busy day. There'll be people stopping by, 
no doubt, and | have to tell him. He'll want to hear it from me." Jon didn't ask who ‘he' was. Jon knew better 
than that. Instead, he nodded and kissed him, standing on tiptoe. Chris left to see about some coffee, and Jon 
climbed the stairs back to the bedroom. His pants from last night were still on the floor next to the bed. He 
rifled through the pockets until he found the receipt with the number. He slipped it between the pages of a 
random book on his side of the bed, something silly and fantastical, a romance novel with crossbows and 


creatures. Chris would never look there. He threw the pants in the laundry and looked out for the window. 
Still cloudy. 


Like the sun hadn't risen at all. 


some nights 


Author's Notes: 
A NEW BAND ENTERS THE SCENE OMG WAT 


Keith didn't like to wake Greg up. He didn't get enough sleep as it was, so when the phone rang in the middle of 
the night, Keith usually had it sorted out before dawn. But there were some situations where only the don 


would do, and this was one of those nights. 


Keith knocked on the door of the master bedroom before opening it carefully, turning on the lights as Greg sat 
up in bed. 


‘lm sorry to wake you, Mr. Lake." 

‘Jesus, Keith, you can call me Greg, it's three in the fucking morning," he yawned, rubbing his face. His hair 
was a mess. It made him look even younger than he was. Next to him, Carl stirred, peeking out from the 
blankets he had wrapped himself in. 


Keith?" his eyes were wide. "Is everything ok?" 


"Yes. We'll take care of it" What he meant was l'll take care of him, and Carl understood them. Keith turned his 
attention back to Greg. "It's Lorenzo. The job went south, he got shot." 


"He dead?" 

"In critical." 

Greg swore and swung out of bed. Keith averted his eyes until he had yanked some clothes on. Of course, that 
meant his eyes fell to Carl, alone now in the great big bed. He'd pulled the covers to his chin and was watching 
with those great big eyes of his. Keith nodded at him. It may or may not have been reassuring, but Carl 
nodded back. Greg leaned over and kissed him on the forehead before heading out the door. 


"Come on, let's take care of this." 


Keith turned back to shut off the light, and the last thing he saw before closing the door was Carl, watching 
them. 


All alone in the great big bed. 


desks 


The club had a small maze of back rooms, some with nicer décor than others. This one was on the low end of 
the scale, with a small desk, a concrete floor, and barren lighting. It served its purpose, however. The glitter 


was for elsewhere - this was a working room. 


GregLakesat on one side of the desk, Keith standing at his back as always, a silent and imposing figure. A man 
sat across from them. A briefcase containing large quantities of a highly processed substance originating from 
a South American plant lay on the desk. 


| hear you're headed out of town for awhile, Mr. Franklin," Greg said. 


"Yep. Train leaves in an hour." He patted the briefcase. "This will do well inRockville, | think Page is charging 


twice as much." 


"Well, if the market turns profitable, we'll be doing more business with you." Greg shook his hand, and Mr. 
Franklin lifted a second briefcase from beside his chair and handed it over. "Excellent. We won't keep you any 


longer." 


"Thank you." With that, Mr. Franklin left. Greg clicked open the briefcase and took one look at the stacks of bills 


inside. "Keith?" He frowned. "It seems that Mr. Franklin has short-changed us. Go see if you can shake it out of 


him. 
"Yes, boss." 

They left the club through two different exits, going their separate ways. He had the driver drop him off at 
the false apartment, the one he used for business. His real home was three blocks away, and Keith was the 
only one who drove him there. And if Keith was indisposed, then Greg would walk the three blocks, rain or 
shine, night or day. 


It was worth it. Carl was there. 


The night was crisp and quiet. Greg didn't like quiet much. Not when he was alone. Not when Carl was alone. 
The briefcase was a comforting weight in his hand. So was the gun on the inside of his jacket: 


Fortunately, he didn't need to use it that night. His walk home was uneventful, late as it was, and there were 


lights on at home. 


Greg went straight to the study to put the cash in the safe, and noticed a pile of paperwork on his desk that 


needed to be looked over. He sighed. This whole evening was desks. 


He hadn't been there for too long, or perhaps it had been hours, when he looked up to see Carl standing there. 


Carl could be quiet like that sometimes. 
"IFs late, you should be in bed," was the first thing Greg said. 
"Funny, | was going to say the same to you," Carl replied. 


"I can't go to bed yet, I've got..work" He gestured at the expanse of paper that covered the desktop. "And 
Keith's not home yet." 


"Was he out?" 
"Yes, he had to correct a mistake. Someone thought they could fleece us, see." 
"| don't know who would be stupid enough to think that." 


Greg pushed the desk chair back and stretched. Carl came around and started to rub his shoulders. "Babe, 


you're so tense." 


"No, I'm fine," he sighed. It was a blatant lie and he made no attempt to stop Carl's roving hands. In fact, he 


was outright encouraging when Carl slid to his knees in front of him. 


"So stressed," Carl murmured, running his hands over Greg's thighs. He looked down at his beautiful boy, at 
the tousled hair and the glint of silver at his neck. And a moment later, he heard the sound of the front door 
opening and closing, blending perfectly with the clink of his belt being unbuckled. He sighed and leaned back in 
the chair. 


Neither of them noticed when a pair of bruised and bloody knuckles quietly shut the study door. 


proof 


Steve got back late. Later than he would have liked, but he thought someone might have been trailing him, so 


he had to make sure he wasn't being followed. It was dark, and there weren't many lights on in the mansion 
He padded quietly to the study, knocking gently on the door. 

"Who is it?" 

"Steve. I've got something you should see, sir. 

"Come in" 


He slipped inside. Chris was at the desk, hunched over a stack of papers. His suit was impeccable but his hair 


was mussed. He stood, cracking his neck, and moved to the couch, gesturing for Steve to sit beside him. 
"Took you awhile.” 


| had to get the film developed. And | think someone was following me on my way home, so | had to shake 


him. 
Chris's eyes sharpened. "Who? One ofLake's? Page's?" 

"| don't know, sir. But | got rid of them." 

"Good. Good. OF course you did." He sighed. "The photographs?" 

Steve reached into his bag and handed them over. "llim sorry, sir." It was a risk, speaking on a personal level 
like that. Chris liked things to be businesslike. But how could he not offer some words of comfort, useless as 


they were, when Chris's jaw was hardening and he seemed to be aging on the spot? 


He waited quietly while Chris looked through the whole set, thoroughly and methodically. It took a few minutes. 


Then Chris looked up, expression calm and unreadable. 
"Steve." 

"Sir?" 

"Do you still have Hackett's number?" 


"Yes, sir." 


"Call him. Tell him that | have something Banks will find quite interesting." 


Kate 


The call came in the middle of breakfast. 

Kate picked it up, slightly concerned and slightly exasperated - she hadn't finished her coffee yet. "Hello?" 
"Good morning, it's Peter" He sounded all right, but there was still probable cause for alarm. 

"Good morning to you. What's the issue?" 


"Well, if it isn't too much bother, could you pip over here and take a look at Phil? He got into a spot of trouble 
early this morning and is a bit banged up. | don't think it's anything serious, but he's being whiny about it” 


"Of course. I'll be right over." She hung up her phone, gulped down as much of her coffee as she could, and 
double-checked to make sure her emergency bag was in the back of her sleek black car before driving the 


familiar route to the mansion. 


Kate Bush had always had the soul of an artist, but the eminently practical mind of a logician, and so had 
become a nurse practitioner before a series of life events had caused her to move to Prog City and get a job 
tending bar in the establishment owned by Anthony Banks, where she had been for a year before Peter 
started working there. They'd struck up a friendship, spent quite a bit of time together. He knew about her 
medical skills, she knew about what Mr. Banks did for a living. She watched them begin a relationship - well, 
‘begin’ was a deceptive word there, as they had known one another at some point in their youth, although she 


was not privy to the details - but stayed well out of it. 


Until the time Peter had called her in the wee hours of the morning, sobbing, and she had rushed over to find 
Mike Rutherford bleeding out on the kitchen table. As she tried to put him back together, Peter explained that 
they had been attacked as Mike was escorting him home from the club at the end of his shift. To this day, 


Kate wasn't sure how Peter had managed to drag Mike home on his own. 


That had been the worst day of her life. For eleven horrible hours, working with almost zero equipment, she 
didn't leave Mike's side. Sending him to a hospital was not an option She didn't ask why. Questions didn't get you 
far in this town. It had taken every ounce of her not inconsiderable skills and every favor the Lord had ever 


owed her, but he had pulled through. 


Tony had been there too, an arm around Peter and all the focus in his being on the man on the table. She 
didn't ask questions. He never spoke a word to her, but upon stabilizing Mike, she had exited the shower that 
she had availed herself of - being in no condition to step outside without cleaning up - to find that her rather 
large handbag had been filled to the brim with cash. Large bills, too. She figured it was as close to a contract 


as she was ever going to get. 


Both she and Peter stopped working at the club after that. 


She braked at a red light and glanced at herself in the rearview mirror. Her new job, such as it was, paid 
handsomely, but a part of her did miss actually being able to get ready before work. Her hair was a mess and 
she didn't have any makeup on. Rooting around in the glove compartment, she managed to find half a tube of 
bright red lipstick. Not exactly morning-appropriate, but it would have to do. 

She knocked on the side door, and Steve let her in. 

"Good morning, Ms. Bush." 


"Hi, Steve. You put some ice on that?" She was referring to the colorful bruise blossoming across his 
cheekbone. 


"Yeah. l'm fine. Phil's the problem." 

‘Isn't he always?" Kate sighed, following Steve into the living room where the man in question was sitting on a 
couch. He looked like he'd been put through the wringer, but she quickly discarded the cuts and bruises on his 
face as superficial. He was holding himself very carefully, though, and she honed in on his torso as having 
taken the most damage. 

Nothing could ever damage Phil's spirits, though. He whistled as a greeting. "Helloooo, nurse." 

She arched an eyebrow. "Hello, Phil. Good to see you." 

"The pleasure is all mine." 

‘lm sure. Would you take off your shirt, please?" 


"Aren't you going to buy me dinner first?" 


| could buy a harem of much taller men for the price it would cost me to feed you dinner.” It was true. For 


such a small guy, Phil could put away a truly astounding amount of food. "Shirt, please.” 


He complied. Their usual banter continued, although distractedly on Kate's part - focused as she was on her 
patient. Diagnosis: several bruises, two cracked ribs, and a dislocated shoulder that she popped back into place 
with a bit more glee than was strictly necessary. She gave him two aspirin and ordered him not to do any 


heavy lifting for a week. 


Peter came downstairs just as Kate was explaining that, no, she had never been a stage dancer, despite working 


at the club. 


"Well, Nurse Kate?" Peter asked dramatically. "Is he going to make it?" 


"| think he'll pull through," she replied, smiling sardorically. 
"Excellent. In that case, how about some coffee?" 


"Yes, do get me out of this den of thieves. Goodbye, Phil. Try not to hurt yourself too badly in the future. And 


remember, get a good night's sleep. Fastest thing to recovery.’ 


"You know," Peter commented as they walked out of the house and into the sunshine, "sometimes | think he 


gets hurt just so he has a chance to talk to you." 


"Mmm," she replied. It wasn't much of a reply at all, but she didn't want to talk about it anymore, and Peter 
picked up on that. He knew as well as she did that she wanted to keep her professional life and her personal life 


separate. 


It was just a hard town to do it in 


flowers 


Jon had been working in the flower shop for less than a month when the man walked in 

Later, Jon would learn that his name was Steve and would, in fact, come to know him quite well, but at that 
time all he saw was a vaguely shifty-looking blonde guy with a messenger bag over his shoulder. Not a 
regular. Most people didn't realize it, but flower shops thrived on regulars. 

Jon smiled brightly, though. Any chance to make new friends! "Welcome to The Flower Shop," he greeted. That 
was, in fact, the flower shop's name. The owner, Mr. Fogarty, was horticulturally brilliant but not particularly 
linguistically creative. "May | help you?" 

"You're not Mr. Fogarty," the man answered. 

Jon kept smiling. "Nope! I'm Jon. Mr. Fogarty's sick, I'm sorry to say." 


"l'm sure. Well, your payment's due. Cash." 


His smile faltered just a bit. "Payment?" He tried to remember if he was overdue on his own bills. "I'm sorry, 


Mr. Fogarty didn't mention anything to me. Maybe if you came back later? When he's feeling better?" 

"The boss doesn't like when payments late." 

Jon had no idea who he was talking about and was getting a little annoyed, quite frankly. "Well, | don't know 
what to tell you. | barely have enough cash in the drawer to make change, and anyway, | can't just give you 
money without checking with him, and I'm not about to bother the poor man when he's trying to nap." Jon had 
started tapping his fingers worriedly on the counter. "Would you take an I0U?" 


"Boss likes to have something concrete." 


"Um.." Jon bounced on his toes, trying to think of something. His eyes lit on a display of flowers, and an idea 
struck him. "Well, nothing's more concrete than flowers!" 


"What?" The man blinked. 

"Hold on for just a moment!" Jon ducked into the back room and retrieved a vase of orchids, bringing them 
back out and making sure they were completely fresh and secure. "Here. Give these to your boss, whoever he 
or she is.” 


"He's a he, and you can't just pay in flowers-" 


"They're not just flowers, they're orchids. This is the most expensive thing we have in the shop." He worried 


for a moment about what Mr. Fogarty would say, but the old man was much freer with merchandise than he 
was with cash. And anyway, Jon had been working overtime every day and night for nearly a week He figured 
he deserved it. 

"Anyway, they're just so lovely, don't you agree?" 

"Well, yes, of course, but-" 

‘I'm sure your boss will love them too. Just come around again in a week or two, I'm sure Mr. Fogarty will be 
feeling better by then. Or call! We're in the phone book!" He thrust the vase at Steve, who automatically took 
it. 
"But l=" 

"Water them once a day, but only a light spritz, don't drown them for goodness sake. Any questions about 
care, give us a call whenever!" With that, he hustled Steve out the door with a light but firm hand on his 
back, the little bell tinkling as he closed it. 

Later on, Steve would be in trouble for taking a vase of orchids in lieu of the monthly protection payment. 
Later still, he would be forgiven. 


Even later than that, he would be very quietly and furtively thanked. 


After the man left the shop, orchids in hand, Jon went back to work and was quickly distracted by a wedding 
party, whose original florist had apparently come up short a mere forty-eight hours before the big event. 


Two days later, another man came into the shop. His blonde hair was even longer, and he was much taller than 


the previous one. 
"Are you Jon?" 
"Yes. 'm sorry, do | know you?" 


"Not yet. My name is Rick. | work for Christopher Squire. You met another one of his employees on Wednesday, 
Steve" 


"Oh, did your boss like the flowers then?" 
"Yes, he did" 


"Wonderfull We aim to please." Jon paused, remembering the first man - Steve's - visit, and its purpose. "Mr. 
Fogarty is still sick, if you're here for payment-" 


‘lm not. Mr. Squire would like to meet you." 

"Oh?" 

"Yes. He thought the flowers were lovely and that you sounded like an interesting young man." Rick slid a paper 
with an address and the name of a restaurant across the counter. "He'll see you for dinner at eight." With 
that, he left. 

Jon was stuck there wondering if he had, in fact, just agreed to a blind date. He toyed with the idea of not 
going, but this Mr. Squire didn't seem to be the type one would argue with. Besides, he hadn't been living in the 
city for very long, and other than Mr. Fogarty and his landlady, he barely knew anyone. Meeting new people 
was always interesting! 

The restaurant's name sounded French. Did that mean it was fancy? 

It was, Jon discovered later, standing inside the door and feeling just a bit out of place in his ratty old coat. It 
wasn't flashy- muted lights, no chandeliers, and warm furnishings in red and mahogany - but it spoke of old 
money. 

The maitre d' approached him, not with the most welcoming expression. "May | help you, sir?" 

"Um, yes, I'm here to meet, ah, Mr. Squire?" 

The man's demeanor changed instantly. "Of course, Mr. Anderson. Right this way." He led Jon through the 
quietly buzzing restaurant and into a back corner, where a man sat. The room was dimly lit, and Jon couldn't 
see much more than a tall man with a hat pulled over his eyes. 

"You look like you're in a movie," was how Jon greeted him. 


"Excuse me?" 


"A movie. With that hat? Its a very dramatic look, but I'd really rather see your eyes. I'm sure they're quite 


lovely. And besides, we're indoors." 


With a rather incredulous expression, the man slowly took the fedora off. His eyes were warm and brown, a 


startling contrast to the rest of his cold, chiseled face. 


"Oh, much better." With a flourish, he presented the man with a small bouquet of roses. White, not red. He 


hadn't wanted to seem too forward with his intentions. 


Which were..slightly less wholesome than when he had first walked into the restaurant. 


"lim Jon," he introduced himself, shaking the man's hand. 


He had apparently regained some composure, because he replied smoothly, "lm Christopher Squire. Thank you 


for agreeing to meet with me." 

"Oh, it was my pleasure, Chris - can | call you Chris?" 

"lyes." Chris looked at Jon like he wasn't sure what to make of him. He gestured to the flowers, now lying on 
the table, safely away from the candle's flame. (A candle, how romantic, Jon couldn't help but swoon a bit) 
"They're quite lovely." 

"Thank you! I'm afraid | didn't grow that batch myself, I've only been working in the shop for a few weeks, but 
| hope Mr. Fogarty lets me plant some things of my own sooner or later. I've got some ideas - oh, I'm sorry, | 


don't mean to bore you with all my talk of flowers." 


"Oh no, it's all right. Fascinating, really. I've always thought floristry to be a bit more complicated than most 
people expect, right?" 


And just like that, the conversation flowed - not like the wine, which Jon drank in very limited portions, despite 
the superb quality - but seamlessly and smoothly. The food must have been excellent, but it was barely a blip 
on Jon's radar as he focused all his attention on Chris, whose handsome face could shift from serious to jovial 
and back again in the blink of an eye. 

Before he knew it, they were on the sidewalk, the evening coming to a close. 

"Did you park?" Chris asked. 

"Oh no, | walked. It wasn't all that far, and there was such a lovely breeze." 

"Its late. You can't walk all the way home, it's not safe." 


"'ve never had a problem before." 


"You don't know this city like | do." He gently steered Jon to one of the handful of cabs that were awaiting the 
sated and sleepy well-to-do that lined this particular block at this particular time of night. "I insist.” 


"But | haven't-" Jon attempted to protest that he didn't have enough money on him, but Chris cut him off 
smoothly. 


"It's on me." 


‘Oh, no, | couldn't possibly-" 


"After all, it was me who invited you all the way out here. The least | can do is make sure you get home 
safely. | insist” He opened the cab door for Jon, who frowned up at him. 


"You insist on a lot of things, Mr. Squire." 
"It's a character flaw." 


"Well, | insist on you being a proper gentleman, and if you can't walk me to my door, at least you can kiss me 


goodnight." 


He looked a bit shell-shocked at that. Chris had actually spent most of the evening looking a bit shell-shocked. 


The tiny man in front of him was unlike anyone he had ever met before. 


Jon had to stand on his toes and Chris had to bend down, and their noses bumped, but they kissed, and Jon 
grinned, and Chris giggled, and it was a start. Chris shut the door as Jon slid into the cab, tipped his hat at the 


driver, and waved them off. 


Mr. Fogarty was in work the next morning, and Jon fussed over the old man as they puttered around the shop 
together, Jon explaining what he had sold, what he had thrown out, what he had organized. Mr. Fogarty drank 


endless cups of tea, and at noon, Rick came in. 

"Good afternoon!” Jon greeted. 

"Mr. Wakeman, l'm so sorry to keep you waiting - | was very sick, l-" Mr. Fogarty stammered out before 
being seized with a cough. Jon patted him on the back gently and handed him a handkerchief. Jon didn't care 
for the stress being placed on the old man, or for the sound of fear in his voice. "| have twice the payment 


here, all your money, in cash-" 


"That won't be necessary, Mr. Fogarty," Rick interrupted. "From now on, you are exempt from that particular 


property tax. Courtesy of Mr. Squire." He nodded at Jon. "Have a nice day." With that, he left the shop. 

Mr. Fogarty slowly turned to Jon, eyes wide. "I don't know what you did, but keep doing it!" 

Jon wasn't sure exactly what he had done, or what was going on, but he wasn't a stupid boy. Chris had been 
reluctant to talk about what he did for a living the night before, and left it quite vague. Jon hadn't touched on 
it, but he was slowly putting pieces together. 


He wasn't entirely sure he minded the picture he was coming to see. 


Mr. Fogarty took a wad of cash out of the envelope he had placed on the counter. "Here you go. Take this as a 


bonus. Go home, buy yourself something nice." 


"Oh, but-" 


"Nonsense! We're closing up early. I'm going to go get my wife a box of chocolates." 

Jon took the money and stepped out into the late autumn chill, thinking about a new peacoat. 

When he arrived at the shop the next morning, it was trashed. 

Windows smashed, displays knocked over, plants uprooted, dirt strewn across the floor. In the middle of it all, 
old Mr. Fogarty stood, holding a broom, not sure where to start. Jon felt his eyes starting to fill with tears 
before blinking them back with a determined sigh. Crying wouldn't get anything done. He had to clean up, see 
what flowers could be salvaged. Start planting some new ones. 

They hung a ‘closed’ sign on the door as they tried to restore order, but the bell tinkled not an hour later, and 
Chris Squire walked in. He was wearing a suit and hat, and looking a little out of place in the wreckage of the 


florists. 


"Hello, Chris," Jon greeted coolly. He was a little less enthralled by the man, since he suspected that going out 
with him had somehow led to the destruction of the flower shop. 


"M- Mr. Squire," Mr. Fogarty said. "What brings you down here? We've just been tidying-" 

"I can see that" Chris took off his hat, and now that Jon could see those eyes again, he looked almost abashed, 
‘I'm afraid there was a..misunderstanding, which resulted in certain groups of businessmen thinking that your 
establishment was up for grabs, as it were." 


Jon cocked his head to one side, waiting for him to finish. 


"The matter has been corrected. You won't be bothered again" He pulled a slip of paper from the inside of his 
jacket and handed it to a stunned Mr. Fogarty. "This should cover the damage." 


Mr. Fogarty's eyes widened as he looked at the amount. "Yes, I'll just, um, pip around the corner and deposit 
this. Jon, would you watch the shop?" 


"Yes, of co-" but Mr. Fogarty was already gone, moving much more speedily than anyone would suspect of an 
old man who had just undergone a nasty bout of flu. 


Chris and Jon were left alone. 
Chris spoke first. "I'm so sorry about this. Truly, | am." 


Honesty was written all over his face. "Well," Jon sighed. "I can't say this was the best thing to wake up to, but 
you've done something to make it right, and that counts." 


If you need anything more - a cleanup crew, perhaps-" 


"No, we'll do all right. It's a small operation. Although..." Jon paused, as if thoughtful. "I'll be awfully hungry this 


evening, after such a hard day at work. You could buy me dinner.” 

"Do you have a culinary preference?" 

"Whatever's plentiful." 

Chris grinned. "I think | can manage that. Shall | pick you up, or-" 

"Yes, | think, in front of the shop, perhaps? Since you know how to get here." 


"Wonderful" Chris held out his hand, as if to shake with Jon. His hands were immaculate, and Jon's were 


smeared with topsoil. Unsure what to do, Jon took it. 
Chris kissed his knuckles gently, and with all the propriety of a fairy-tale prince. 


By the time Mr. Fogarty came back to the shop, Chris was gone and Jon was standing in the middle of the 


floor, leaning on his broom and blushing like a carnation. 


Sometimes, the old man thought, he worried about that boy. 


kiss 

Keith's only regret was that he hadn't killed the bastards. 

He'd thought about it, but Greg didn't like unnecessary blood shed at his legitimate business establishment. The 
minimum amount of force needed to accomplish the task at hand, that was the rule. And Keith usually obeyed 
that rule. It wasn't the first time some drunk assholes had tried to accost some of the dancers at the end of 
their shift, and it wouldn't be the last. 

But they'd said some unsavory things about Carl, and Keith couldn't let that slide. 


Greg would have let it go, and that's why Greg was the don. He wasn't petty. He would have laughed off the 
vulgarities and then gone home and done every one of them. He could He had Carl. Carl had him. 


Keith had two fists and bitter, burning emotion in his chest that needed an outlet, and that outlet had been 


four men and a back alley. 


He dragged himself up the steps of the house and let himself in, clutching the walls to support himself. The 
door locked behind him. 


"Keith?" called Carl's voice, and footsteps approached. "Are you - Keith!" 

"You should see the other guys," he coughed. 

"You look awfull What happened?" Carl's voice was getting higher, a sign of panic. 

"Don't worry, Greg's fine. He wasn't even there." 

"Good, but you aren't fine!" 

"Huh?" 

‘I've got a first-aid kit in the study. Here, come on" Carl took him by the hand, gently - unnecessarily, Keith 
could walk just fine, he knew the way - and led him to the study, where he was promptly sat down on the 
soft sofa, which he sank into with a sigh. 

True to his word, Carl took down the first-aid kit from the shelf and poured some iodine onto a handkerchief. 
"This will sting," he warned, kneeling in front of Keith and patting the cloth over his scraped knuckles. The sting 


was welcome. He liked pain. Knew how to react to it. Knew what to expect. He didn't know how to react to Carl 


kneeling in front of him, cooing and tutting and putting what had to be a surplus amount of band-aids over 


injuries that were, quite frankly, trivial. 

"Didn't Greg get you some brass knuckles for your birthday?" Carl asked. 

"I try to save them for special occasions." 

A radiant grin from Carl, and Keith couldn't help but smile back. Greg would be hearing about the fight soon, 
but Keith could explain. Those men had been threatening the dancers. The club. Carl. He'd only been protecting 
what was Greg's. 

Maybe Greg would be proud of him. He was a little proud of himself. 

‘On your forehead, too," Carl moaned, brushing Keith's hair back and patting gently at a cut, and suddenly Keith 
was dizzy. Carl was close. Quite close. Sparkling eyes and fluttering hands and a delicate, masculine scent - 


attershave?Cologne? Or was it just Carl? 


Carl must have noticed how close they were, too. The one hand that had been hovering over Keith's forehead 


came down, slowly, running along his jaw line. The other was on his shoulder. 
So close. 
"Keith-" 
"Carl, |-" 


And then Carl kissed him, or maybe he kissed Carl, it was all quite fuzzy. Soft breaths and feather-light 
caresses, the sting of his split lip soothed by the gentle touch of Carl. 


It was at this moment that Greg entered the house quietly, through the back door. The dwelling was almost 
silent, and he didn't want to wake either of his men if they were asleep. He padded down the thickly carpeted 
hallway, heading for the study. Its door was wide open 

He stopped. He looked. He turned away. 

Keith knew, he knew, he knew that he shouldn't be touching Carl, that he shouldn't have let him get this close 
- Greg, Greg, his boss, his friend, his - but he was only human and he'd been thinking about Carl's lips for so 
long. 

It was when Carl's hands started to slide down his chest that he pulled himself away. 


"Carl - no." 


He looked a little puzzled, kneeling there with his head cocked to the side. 


‘lm sorry, | - | can't betray Greg like that. He's my - my boss, you know, and | just-" 
"| understand," Carl said quietly. A look of enlightenment dawned on his face, and he repeated, "I understand." 


Hopping to his feet, he dragged Keith with him. "Come on. Lets go to the kitchen Get you a cup of tea Greg 


will want some too, when he gets home." 


Unbeknownst to the duo, Greg was already home. Greg was outside having a smoke on the porch. He tried not 
to do it much, it was bad for you and anyway, it made his clothes smell like shit. But he figured he deserved 
one. Besides, he needed time to think. 


He'd seen them. He'd seen Keith and Carl, seen them kiss, and that was all he needed to see. His boy. His boys, 
really. 


A hard pebble of betrayal had lodged under his rib-cage where he stored all the emotions he didn't like to 
think about. He needed Carl. Carl kept him grounded, kept him sane, was the one bright thing in this whole dingy 


city. Carl leaving was not an option 
But he needed Keith too. 


Not just for business, although there was that to consider. He needed a watchdog, quard dog, attack dog, and 
he'd be damned before he let some four-legged beast shed all over the rugs. Not when there was Keith with 
his pragmatism, his sensibility, making sure that all his grand plans came to fruit. Keith was the only one he 
could trust with Carl. Keith leaving was not an option 


That left him with one choice. 


He went inside a few minutes later, making a great deal of noise to announce his arrival, not that he thought 


they'd be stupid enough to be caught in a tryst, not when they knew he'd be home soon. 
"In here!" he heard Carl call from the kitchen. 


Greg followed his nose to where a pot of tea was brewing and Keith was sitting at the table, bruised all over, 


holding an icepack to his face. 


"Welcome home," Carl chirped, pecking him on the cheek, and the knot in his chest loosened as the familiar 


feeling of warmth came rushing back. 
"So," he addressed Keith, "| heard you got into a bit of a tussle." 


Keith began a stammering explanation, and Greg sipped a mug of tea idly, watching, listening, reconciling himself 


to this. Things felt almost right. Almost. Not quite. There was the sensation of something missing. Like he'd 


forgotten to put on a watch and had only just realized it. He ignored that. His mind was made up. 


Greg would let them carry on as they had been He'd play the chump, turn a blind eye. He could live with it, he 
could, or so he told himself. He needed Carl. He needed Keith. And if he had to let them have each other, so be 
it. 


glitter 


Tony had insisted on only the finest at The Fountain, and it was finally paying off. There'd been years of 
struggle. They'd been up to their necks in debt and all the while Tony demanding these lights, this drink, that 
paneling. But he'd been right - of course - and now the Barks hub of business was a respectable and well- 
respected gentleman's club. Not that their clientele was restricted to gentlemen, of course. The Fountain 
catered to anyone with money and a certain appreciation for timeless aesthetics. Warm lighting, cool drinks, 
beautiful entertainers of both and neither genders. Round tables and shadowy booths in the main room of the 


club, plush couches and hushed voices in the back rooms. 


Every few weeks, usually on a Friday or Saturday night, Tony sent Mike down to The Fountain, presumably with 
the goal of reporting the general state of the club back to him. It was an enjoyable night off - sitting 
comfortably in a corner, taking in the scenery, listening to something warm and drinking something rich. The 
whole place smelled of money. The men were in suits - some alone, some accompanied, some seeking company. 
Women were allowed a more varied dress code, and they flocked like sleekly colorful birds through the sea of 


black and charcoal gray. Some alone, some accompanied, some seeking company. 

Mike sat back in his booth and sipped his Scotch, idly watching the dancers. Women with curves wearing little 
more than feathers, muscular men bending their bodies into fascinating shapes, and - there! Approaching him, 
a golden vision. 

It took him a moment to recognize the dancer as male, and Mike attempted to wave him away. Not that he 
was averse to male company - quite the opposite - but this one was just a bit fey for him, as well as 
liberally dusted with a fine gold glitter. The beautiful boy with long bronze hair kept coming, through, and when 
he got close enough for Mike to make out his features, he damn near dropped his drink. 

"Peter?" Years of practice kept his voice absolutely level. 

"Hello, Mike." 

Peter had been a shy, awkward, slightly chubby schoolboy when they'd last seen each other. This glimmering 
vision, slim and sinewy, with the most delicate gold fabric draped over his twisting hips was about as far from 
his memories of their school friend as he could get. 

The eyes, though. Clear and calculating and grey. This was Peter, all right. 


"Been working here long?" 


Peter shook his head. Some glitter fell onto Mike. "Few weeks. Its been good." He smiled, and his slightly crooked 


lower teeth helped break the spell of his appearance. "| hear you've been doing well for yourself” 


Mike shrugged. "You could say that.” 


"And how's Tony?" A half-breath of nervousness. Peter was not nearly so confident as he appeared. 

Mike had always wondered what had, or had not, gone on between Peter and Tony when the three of them had 
been at school. They'd gone their separate ways, and Mike had followed Tony. Peter had vanished, and the both 
of them were too busy building up their base in the city to wonder where he went. Or at least, Mike hadn't 
spent too much time wondering. Tony may have. He kept his cards close to his chest. 

"He's good. You want to see him?" 


A mildly salacious grin. "If its not too much trouble. I'm sure we have things to catch up on" 


| can talk to him. He doesn't usually come down here except for business, but he might make an exception for 


you." 


"I'd hope so." Was that a wink? "I've got to get back to work now." 
"Ah. Good seeing you, then" 
‘lm sure I'll see you later." 


Mike would be a liar if he said he hadn't watched Peter slink away. He left The Fountain not long after that, 


walking the long way home, coat collar turned up. 

When he got there, Tony was in the kitchen, making himself a cup of tea. No doubt he'd been up working. 
"How are things?" he asked absentmindedly, focused on measuring out the perfect amount of sugar. 
"Quite good, sir. Nice large crowd." 


Tony turned around and his eyes dropped to the lapels of Mike's jacket. He reached forward and gently brushed 
off some of the glitter. "Try something new tonight?" 


"Not exactly, sir. Ran into an old friend” 


Tony's eyes widened almost imperceptibly. There were two people in the world that Mike would have given that 


title to, and one of them was dead. 
"Peter's in Town, then?" 
"And gainfully employed at The Fountain, it would seem." 


"Bartender?" 


"Dancer." 

This was cause for a raised eyebrow. 

"Well. Perhaps | should pay my establishment a visit 

"Good idea, sir." 

He did so the next evening, entering The Fountain through a discreet back door that only a few people had the 
key to, himself included. He'd called ahead that day and ensured that his personal favorite of the back rooms 


would be kept free, for the whole night if necessary. 


"Ms. Bush?" He made it a policy to remember the bartender's name. Every bartender's name. They were 


excellent sources of information, and besides, being polite meant faster service. 


"Mr. Banks!" She was evidently surprised The proprietor of the establishment didn't visit very often, and she 


was worried something had gone wrong. "How may | help you?" 

"Would you please send Peter to the Red Room?" 

"Of course, sir. Will that be all?" 

"Yes, thank you." 

He left, nodding to the bouncer as he entered the Red Room, named for its luxurious crimson carpet. He was 
glad to see that the small bar was fully stocked, and he poured himself a drink before settling on a plush 
leather couch. 

He didn't have to wait long. The door opened and in sashayed his old school chum, familiar and yet so incredibly 
foreign at the same time. Peter had always been a beautiful boy, but here he was, clad in - good lord, were 
those leather pants? 

Mike had warned him, as much as he could, that Peter looked a bit different. Tony had guessed that much 
from the glitter covering the front of Mike's suit jacket, which he had honestly found a bit off-putting. He 
could have handled Peter covered in glitter. Just another one of his odd habits, his funny little tricks. He'd had 
all sorts of them at school. 

No glitter tonight. Just kohl-rimmed grey eyes that lit up when he saw Tony. 


"| didn't think you'd come so soon!" 


“Surprise.” 


Peter grinned. Tony was deadpan as ever. Good to see some things hadn't changed. He gestured around the 
room. "You've kept yourself busy." 


"| don't like being bored." 
"Yes, | remember." 


Tony stood and walked to the bar, pulling out a bucket of ice with a bottle of The Fountain's best champagne 
chilling inside. "Didn't think | was going to see you again" 


"Surprise," Peter replied, voice humming with amusement. 

| thought it called for a celebration" Tony popped the cork and poured. 
"You hate champagne." 

"But you don't" 


Peter grinned and sipped slowly, keeping his eyes locked on Tony. After a moment, he curled up on the couch 


like a cat. Tony sat as well, albeit in a slightly more traditional manner. 
"So," Tony asked. "Is the purpose of this meeting business or pleasure?" 


"Can it be a little of both?" Peter winked, pulling out a slip of paper from somewhere on the skintight pants. 
Tony didn't bother to think too closely. "I've been talking to some of your employees." 


Tony arched an eyebrow. "Have you, now?" 


Peter nodded, handing him the paper. "There's a guy | know. Name's Phil. He's looking for work, and | think he 
might be just the type you'd want to hire." 


Tony tucked the paper inside his suit jacket. "I always appreciate a tip. Is there anything | can do for you?" 
"You mean besides the champagne?" Peter put the nearly-empty glass down on the side table. 
"Mmm" 


"Well, my ankle's a bit sore today. | don't really want to go out for the rest of my shift. Maybe you could keep 


me here?" 


"I think | could find a couple of reasons for you to stick around," Tony replied, spreading his legs just a little bit. 
Peter took it as an invitation to crawl into his lap, and Tony settled his hands on Peter's hips. "I do have two 


questions for you, though." 

"And I'm sure | have two answers." 

"How long does it take you to get into these pants?" 

Peter huffed good-naturedly. "Long enough." 

Tony smiled, a rare occurrence. Peter grinned back, a shiver going down his spine at the predatory gaze. 


"And how long does it take you to get out of them?" 


cafe 


There weren't many neutral meeting places left, not for men like them. This little café, tucked away quietly in 
the heart of the city, had been agreed upon long ago by the two of them - Banks and Squire. WhenLakehad 
arrived on the scene, rival and threat, he had been informed of the building's true purpose. On the rare 


occasion when paths crossed in a way that necessitated full and equal diplomacy, a lunch date was made. 


This afternoon, Christopher Squire had arrived first and ordered a cup of coffee, black, which he sipped at a 


corner table and waited for his companion, one hand idly resting on the envelope in the center of the table. 
The bell over the door jingled Tony Banks walked in. It always startled Chris to see the man in person. He was 
shorter than Chris - most people were - but the darkness of his eyes didn't come across in the surveillance 
photos Chris was used to seeing. Black and white images of the don getting into cars or leaving office buildings 
- usually half-hidden by that enormous lanky bodyguard of his - failed to convey the sheer aura of power 
that Mr. Banks brought into a room. 

Chris stood. It was petty, he knew, but he was perfectly willing to lord his height over Tony. 

"Mr. Squire." 


"Mr. Banks." They shook hands, briefly and firmly, before sitting down. Tony unwound his thickly knit scarf. 


Frank, the owner of the café, came over. Tony ordered a cup of tea, no sugar, and Chris had his coffee refilled. 
There was no small talk made between them. Tony nodded at the envelope. “Is this why you called a meeting?" 
Chris nodded. 

"|sLakecoming?" 

Chris shook his head. "It does not concern him." 

Tony arched an eyebrow. "A personal matter, then?" 

"You could say that." 

They paused as the old man brought their drinks over. The mismatched mug and saucer seemed at odds with 
Tony's perfectly tailored suit, Chris thought. He looked just the slightest bit out of place in the café. Of course, 
so did Chris, as he knew well. 

Chris handed the envelope to Tony silently. Equally quietly, Tony opened it and shuffled through the 


photographs. Chris watched his face carefully. He had already studied the images in depth, the two beautiful 
men in a mahogany-furnished apartment, their long, dark hair tangling, their legs winding together. He had 


processed the sharp knife of betrayal in private, and here was Tony, seeing hard evidence of his lover's 
infidelity in the middle of a crowded café, surrounded by croissants and coffee and old men reading the paper. 


He barely reacted. A slight hardening of the jaw, a minutely raised brow, things only a professional would 


notice. The look, deep in his eyes, was not one of hurt, or even surprise. It was resignation. 

Chris didn't know much about Peter Gabriel, but from what he had heard, this sort of behavior was not 
surprising. He had to admire the boy's guts - betraying two dons at once. What sort of game was he playing? 
Did he not realize what he had done? What he had set in motion? 

"How did you get these?" Tony's voice was dead even 

| had one of my men follow Jon" 


"So you were suspicious?" 


Chris nodded. "Yes. But | had no idea he was running around with your boy. As soon as | saw these, | thought 


you deserved to know." 

"Well. Thank you." He pointed at the pictures. "Where were these taken from?" 

"The fire escape of the building next door, | believe." 

"Ah." Tony tapped one image. "May |-?" 

"Take the whole packet, if you like. | have copies." 

"Thank you. | am in your debt" 

"I think not. We're quite in the same boat." 

"| suppose that's true." 

They say there for a moment, clocking into that truth. They came from different places, had different lives - 
and, certainly, they were not and never would be friends. More often they were rivals, even enemies - 
mortally so. But here the two sat, together, having suffered the exact same betrayal, facing the exact same 
set of choices. There was no sympathy, never would be, but empathy. A certain understanding between men of 


a certain way of life. In that moment, they were more similar than they would ever know. 


The moment faded when Frank came over to inquire about refills. 


"No, thank you," Tony said politely. "We're done here." 


They paid for their own drinks and left two identical tips. The bell over the door chimed as they exited the 
café, but before they parted, Banks and Squire shook hands. Men of honor living dishonorable lives full of dark 
nights and dirty deeds. 


They went their separate ways, hats tipped low against the noonday sun. 


flight 


It was not the sort of phone call that should come in the early afternoon 

"He knows." 

Jon blinked. "Excuse me?" 

"Mr. Squire has just met with Mr. Banks. Certain incriminating photographs were exchanged." 
Oh," Jon said faintly. Photographs? 

"He left a café in the center of the city seven minutes ago." 

Click. 


"Hello? Hello?" To no avail. The mysterious caller - a blocked phone number of course - had hung up, and a 


panic began to wash over Jon. 
They knew. 


Don Banks knew. The man on the phone - who was the man on the phone? How on earth did he know? What did 


he care? - others would have known, would have had to, in order to rat him out - and Chris. Chris knew. 


A wave of hot, sticky shame crashed over him and he couldn't do it. He couldn't face Chris. It would be easier 
to just leave, vanish before he got home. To their home. Jon's throat tightened, but he resolved himself. He'd 
already hurt Chris, and he wasn't going to twist the knife if he could help it. No confrontation. He'd just leave. 
Quietly. It would be easier for both of them. 


Quickly and quietly. He'd had a plan in the back of his mind since - well, since the first trespass. The Wake Man 
had been missing for months, but Rick's number was still tucked into the book, exactly where he'd left it, the 
edges of the scrap of paper fraying a bit where they'd been torn out of a notebook. 


Jon didn't really need the paper. He'd already memorized the number, but he didn't want to leave any clue, and 


unnecessary traces, if he could help it. 


He grabbed a bag, threw some clothes into it. His wallet. Harmonica He took off his necklace, the one Chris had 
given him, and placed it gently on the pillow, arranging it carefully in a smooth oval. 


But there was no time to dawdle. He dialed the number as he hustled down the stairs. 


"Pick up, pick up, please pick up," he chanted under his breath, before he heard a click, and a deep voice, jarring 


and familiar. 

"Hello?" 

"Rick?" 

A pause. Then - "Jon?" 

"Yes, yes, hi, it's me, um, sorry to bother you, but you always said, well, you said once-" 
"Jon. What's wrong?" 

"I've left him. Well. I'm leaving. Right now." He was walking out the back door, actually when - 
"Mr. Anderson" 


Shit. It was Patrick, probably dropping off a package or something. He didn’t live there. Wasn't that close. Loyal 
all to Chris, not to Jon. "Are you okay, Mr. Anderson?" 


"What? Oh yes, yes. Just going for a walk. Out. Bye!" he waved and started to walk, quickly, but not so fast as 


to arouse suspicion. 
"Jon? Rick's voice, the phone still clutched to his ear. "Are you safe?" 


"Yes. | think" He glanced back. Patrick was on the phone now too, fumbling with the back door key. "Yes, | just - 


| haven't anywhere to go." 


"Can you make it to the docks?" 


"The docks? Yes." 

"Wharf 3" 

"Yes. | can do that" 

"Ill be there as soon as | can Stay safe. 

"| will He hung up the phone and just as he did, heard a shout from behind him 
"Mr. Anderson! Stop! 


He turned and saw Patrick running after him. Shit. 


Jon took off at a spring, chucking his phone into the street and not waiting to hear the crunch as it was 
pulverized by a car. Most people thought he was completely useless, a kept boy. Window dressing. And maybe 
he was, but he was more than that, too. Jon knew the streets like the back of his hand. 


Jon was small, but fast. Like a bullet. He shot down the sidewalk and vaulted over the first fence he saw, 
dashing through a yard that was well-manicured and contained three dozing Rottweilers. One of them perked an 


ear as Jon sprinted past, but fortunately, there was no other reaction He'd always been good with animals. 


It was, he thought, very odd that suddenly, he felt much more like himself than he had in months, despite the 
panic and absurdity of the situation 


He glanced back to see Patrick standing on the other side of the fence, unwilling to risk the dogs. He was yelling 
into his phone, and Jon knew the cavalry was being called in. off he ran, making his way through the residential 


neighborhood's shady backyards, staying away from the roads as much as possible. 


He turned up his coat-collar as he reached the city proper, to hide half his face and to protect from the chill. 
He was grateful for the overcast day and the shadows of the buildings, which turned everything the sort of 
grey a small man could blend into. Sticking to alleyways where possible, he avoided eye contact but tried not to 
look suspicious. He chewed his lip nervously. He knew the face of every man who worked for Chris, but Steve 


had always had a talent for sneaking up on him. 


The air began to change, and Jon wrinkled his nose. He was getting closer to the docks, he could tell, from the 
bite of the salty air to all the other scents it mixed with to create an unforgettable olfactory impression - oil, 
dead fish, rusting metal. 


Scent aside, Jon rather liked the docks. A lot of dirty work took place there, and Jon could respect that. 


But he didn't belong there, and it showed. Fortunately, most workers were taking a lunch break, and the ones 
who weren't were easy enough to avoid, skulking as he did behind crates. He found Wharf 3, which was public, 
and a few tourists were already on it, snapping pictures - of what, Jon didn't know. The sights of the city 
were so familiar to him that even their scraggly beauty seemed unnecessary to commit to paper. But the 


cameras were not trained on him, so he was not bothered. 


He leaned on the chilly railing and stared down at the green-grey water. There were hard, scrubby barnacles 
clinging to the wooden posts. Not much else grew in salt. He ached, suddenly, for daisy fields. 


A car door slammed nearby, and Jon whirled around, body tensed to run again. And run he did - to Rick, who 


automatically caught him. 
"Rick," Jon gasped, face buried in the taller man's chest. "Oh, Rick, its good to see you safe." 


"Me safe? I've been worried sick about youl" Rick nearly laughed, the frenzied, feverish sound people make 


when they've just backed away from the edge of panic. "Come on, get in the car. You shouldn't be out in the 
open like this, its dangerous." 


Dangerous? How could anything be dangerous when he was with Rick? 

But he got into the car. It was surprisingly nice, and the windows were tinted. 
"Where are we going?" 

"My apartment.” 

"You're still in the city?" 

"Of course. Couldn't just leave." He glanced at Jon. "Not sure | wanted to." 


"Oh." There were dozens of questions Jon wanted to ask Rick, and dozens of questions Rick wanted to ask him, 
he was sure. But they sat in silence, Jon fidgeting and trying to get rid of the tension in his body. 


They ended up in a neighborhood that wasn't terrible, but wasn't particularly nice. Grass grew from cracks in 
the sidewalk. The buildings were mostly brick, and mostly tall. Rick lived in a small, fourth-floor apartment. 
Very small 

‘Its only the one bed, so you can have that tonight, I'll be glad to take the couch-" 

"Don't be silly, Rick, you'd never fit. You're far too tall” Jon giggled "Your feet would dangle off the end!" 

Rick couldn't help but grin. "Well. We'll see." 

| could do with a cup of tea," Jon decided. "What about you?" 

"That sounds lovely," Rick agreed, and made for the kitchen, but Jon had darted ahead. 

"No, no! I'll do it!" 

Rick grinned at him, but it faded quickly. He'd been flying under the radar for nearly a year now, since he had 
left the employment of Christopher Squire. It had been nearly a peaceable existence. He'd had his hidey-hole, 
and had been lucky enough to escape detection And there had been people searching for him, he knew. But Jon 
- Christopher Squire would rip the city up by its roots to find Jon He was certain to ferret Rick out, unless - 


Unless. 


Rick had some phone calls to make. 


offer 


Jon had been quietly squirreled away with Rick in the apartment all day, until Rick had gone for takeout. The 


silence, and the willful ignorance of the elephant in the room, was broken over cheap, oily Chinese food. 
"Banks has a hit out on you." 
Jon almost choked on his lo mein. "What?" 


"You've put yourself in a bit of a spot, Jon. | don't blame you for it - quite the opposite - but you're in a 


„precarious situation" 

"What do you mean?" 

"You were even closer to Christopher's operations than | was. Closer to him. Even ignoring Banks’ price on your 
head, all the knowledge you've got tucked away about Mr. Squire and all his connections could be very valuable 
indeed. And now that you've left him, and are on your own - you're going to need protection" 

"But I'm not on my own" It sounded as if Jon was blinking back tears. "I've got you." 


"Yes, but | can't keep you safe by myself" 


Jon looked to the window, where the dusty blinds were drawn but slats of lighted dimmed through, illuminating 
the dust in the air. The sun was setting. 


"I wish | didn't have to ask, but - why does Banks have a price on your head?" Rick said slowly. "It seems.. 
awfully personal.” Jon blushed a little, and Rick's suspicions deepened. "And does it have anything to do with why 
you left Chris?" 

"Ye-es?" 

Rick waited. 

"Well, you know Peter?" 

"Peter Gabriel? Anthony Banks' lover? The drive behind the throne? That Peter?" 


"Yes. Him. Well, |..we were..we became involved" 


Not much could surprise the Wake Man anymore, but his eyebrows crept upwards. "Are you telling me that 


you two had an affair?" 


Jon was very red by now. "Um. Yes. | believe that is the term." 

Rick dropped his face into his hands, scrubbing his palms over his eyes until he saw stars. "But why?" 

"Chris changed after you left" Jon's tone had shifted, and Rick immediately looked up. The small man hunched 
over his tea "He was always working, always out late. And when he was home, he was..different.” The tears 
were back, just enough to make his big eyes sparkle. "I think he must have fallen out of love with me." A shaky 
breath. "And when | met Peter, in a bar, by accident, and we had a few drinks, you know, started talking and..it 
sort of happened." 

"Did you love him?" 

"Peter? Of course not. Don't be silly. Lovely lad, but..no." 

Rick wasn't surprised. Jon's devotion had always been one of his best qualities, even if it didn't seem to 
translate to physical fidelity. If he had been a betting man - which, despite his line of business, he wasn't - he 


would have laid all his money down that Jon was still in love with Chris. 


But he couldn't focus on that. His priority was Jon's safety, and that would take up the bulk of his attentions 


for awhile, as word spread throughout the underworld and money and threats started to pile up. 
There was a knock at the door. 

Jon jumped in his seat, eyes wide. Rick unlocked the door and let in a tall, bald man with a moustache. 
"Rick?" Jon's voice poised a question. 

"Jon, this is my friend Tony. 

"Goodness. Another Tony?" 


"A common name," Tony explained. "Good evening, Mr. Anderson. I'm here to help you, if you choose to accept 


it” 
"Help me?" Jon raised an eyebrow. "What are you offering?" 
"Well, not so much me as my employer. You can call him King.’ 


"King? Never heard of him." The name sounded a bit pretentious, in his opinion. King. Who did he think he was? 


Jon's doubtfulness must have shown on his face, because Tony smiled. 


"Don't worry, Mr. Anderson. He'll be quite useful to you. If you want safety, you'll have it. After all, he's been 
keeping Rick here, out of sight and out of mind" 


Jon glanced over at Rick, who nodded. Maybe there was a ring of truth to this man's tale. But nothing was for 
free in this city, and Jon wasn't prepared to pay the price - whatever it would be. 


"And what would this King be charging.” 
"Nothing you weren't willing to offer freely.” 


"| see. Thank you for the offer. I'l think about it" 


"Don't keep us waiting too long. Mr. Anderson. For your own sake. You're going to be a very hot commodity in 
this town soon" He reached across the table and shook Jon's hand. "Goodbye." 


"Goodbye, Mr.-2" 

"Levin. Tony Levin" 

"Yes. Thank you." 

He left as unobtrusively as he'd arrived, and Rick locked the door behind him. Suddenly, Jon was tired, but he 


doubted his ability to fall asleep. He knew his mind would keep buzzing for hours, unwilling to settle down. 
Afraid. 


goodbye 


When Tony got home, Peter was packing. 
"Going somewhere?" 


Peter looked up at Tony with a steady gaze. No emotions. A look he'd probably learned from Tony. He didn't 


answer. 
"I had an interesting lunch meeting today." Tony started removing photos from the packet, one by one. "These 
look like they were taken at my apartment. And the man in them looks suspiciously like you." Tony cocked an 
eyebrow. 

Peter shrugged, still expressionless. "It is what it is. | thought it would be best for me to leave." 

"That might be true, but | think we need to have a little talk first." 

“All right, then" He set down the jacket. "Talk" 

"Well" Tony considered, although he'd had plenty of time to align his thoughts on the way home. "As the 
betrayed lover, | suppose | should be asking you why, but | can't bring myself to be shocked by this. | guess 
I've always been expecting it. You are a bit of a flirt, after all” He chucked, then turned serious. "What's 
surprising is your choice of partner. Chris' boy? Really?" 

Peter shrugged. "He was there. And he understood." 

Tony didn't ask what Jon Anderson understood. "And who knew about this liaison?" 

"Nobody." 

"Are you quite sure?" 

Peter gave him a condescending look. "Do you think I'm stupid?" 

"Of course not. You're quite intelligent, | think we both know that." Tony paused. "Careless, maybe." 

"Careless?" 


‘Careless enough to let yourself be seen, or to gossip, perhaps. | know how much you chat with Kate." 


"She doesn't know anything about it. Suspects, perhaps, but she has no proof" 


"That's good. | should hate to have to remove her, she's an excellent nurse." 


"She saved your precious Mike, didn't she? Couldn't fire her after that" He spat it out bitterly. At last, the 


blank and calculating fagade was beginning to crack 

Tony's eyes flashed "What do you mean by that?" he asked, voice dangerously low. 
"You're in love with Mike Rutherford" 

"Do not say that ever again’ 

"Why not? Its true, isn't it? You always have been!" 


Tony moved very quickly, and Peter found himself pinned to the wall, Tony's hand firmly over his mouth. He 
shivered. Couldn't help it. There had always been something about Tony that made him want to go belly up, like 
a bitch. 


"So you're a liar as well as a whore." 
Peter glared at him, but couldn't say anything. 


"I bet it was all your idea. You were the one who seduced, Jon weren't you?" He loosened his grip enough to let 


Peter speak. "Go on. Tell me." 
"At least | go after what | want" 


Tony growled. Peter smirked. They'd always been like this, for years, going back to when they were at school 
together. Peter pushing Tony's buttons, Tony snapping back. A vicious, destructive circle. Lust, fascination, 
mutual benefits, friendship, hate, obsession, possession - all had been a part of their relationship, but none of 
it could add up to love. 


"What | want?" Tony pressed even close to Peter, almost rubbing against him like a cat. The tiniest whimper 
escaped Peter. Tony grinned sharply. "Are you getting off on this, you little slut? Even after all you've done, 
you still want me to fuck you?" He chuckled as Peter wiggled, trying to avoid the press of Tony's hips. "No, 
you'll have to find someone else for that, l'm afraid" He paused. "But | suppose | owe you something, after all” 
He dragged two fingers over Peter's lips. "Come on, open up." Peter glared at him, but obeyed, his eyes sliding 
shut. Tony used his other hand to unbutton Peter's jeans, finding him hard. "You're this hot already? No, don't 
answer that. | should have known" He stroked him fast, and just on the edge of too rough. Peter moaned 
around the fingers in his mouth, rolling his hips for more. "If only you could see yourself now. You're awfully 
pretty, I'll give you that much." He kissed down Peter's neck, deceptively gently, before nipping sharply at the 


crook of his neck Peter cried out, the sound somewhat muffled, and came. 


Tony wiped his hand on Peter's pants. "You can stay in the apartment for a week while you look for 


somewhere else to stay." 


"Tony, l-" Peter's breath was still shaky. "Don't you-?" He reached for Tony's belt - he'd always been a big 
believer in the "mutual" part of "mutual benefits" - but Tony stepped back. 


"Don't touch me, thank you." He turned and began walking towards the door. "Please be out promptly, unless 


you want to explain your departure to everyone else. Goodbye, Peter.” 


He didn't look back. 


apology 


The black car crept unobtrusively down the street, following paths Jon used to tread on foot. A cloud hung 
over them. Jon had come a long way since working in The Flower Shop, and had fully, willingly participated in a 
great many acts that would have gotten him thrown in jail if the police had any real control over the city, but 
this was the first time he had felt..dirty. Like he was selling himself. Chris had protected him, and gave him 
gifts, sure, but that was because he had loved Jon, and Jon had loved him - loved him still, even after what 
he had done, if he was being honest about it. What they had was pure. It was not a transaction, not one made 
for profit or necessity. Rick had assured him that the King expected nothing from Jon in exchange for 


protection - not money, not sex, not information - but he could not help his apprehension 


"Okay," Rick said, pulling over to the sidewalk in front of The Flower Shop. "I'll circle the block and come back. Be 
quick, all right?" 


"| will," Jon said, slipping out of the car and ducking into the shop. The bell above the door jangled, and Jon 


flinched at the sudden noise announcing his presence. Fortunately, he was the only one in the shop. 

"Be right there!" he heard Mr. Fogarty call from the back room, and he emerged a moment later, potting 
gloves still on and dirt littered in his white hair. The old man's eyes widened when he saw who was standing in 
his store. "Jon! What are you doing here?" 

‘| was hoping to send some flowers, if | could," Jon said, approaching the counter. 

"Mr. Squire's been in here twice himself, looking for you," Mr. Fogarty said, stripping off his gloves. "I don't 
know what happened, or what you've been up to - and | don't think | need to know - but it sounds like you're in 
some danger." 


"| can take care of myself,” Jon assured him, as he always had. 


"I just worry about you, Jon," Mr. Fogarty sighed, bones creaking. "Chris is a dangerous man, its a dangerous 


life-" 

"It is not Chris' fault," Jon interrupted. "None of it is. He's a good man 

"Is he so good that | can tell him you were in here if he comes around again?" 
Jon winced. "I'd take it as a kindness if you didn't 

"Hmm." Mr. Fogarty withheld judgment. "What can | get for you?" 


"A bouquet of purple hyacinth, please. Sent to this address." 


Purple hyacinth. That meant an apology. Mr. Fogarty softened. "Do you want to put a note on that?" 
"No, thank you. He'll know what it means." Jon had taught Chris a few things over time. 

"All right" Jon glanced at the glass storefront and saw the car pull up. "Im sorry, but | have to go." 
"lll get that bouquet sent out right away," Mr. Fogarty said, smiling at Jon over his spectacles. 
"Thank you," Jon said quietly, slipping out of the door with his head tucked down 

"Taken care of?" Rick asked 

Jon nodded. 


"Good. Let's go." 


They drove off to the unknown, guilty dread spreading across the put of Jon's stomach. 


Jon sighed with relief when the apartment door shut behind him and was locked by Rick. He had met the man. 
The King. That was not his name, of course. He had not revealed his real name. Very mysterious, on the whole. 
Jon had never met anyone quite like him - someone so unobtrusive and yet, with such a palpable aura of 


danger. The only person who he could think of to compare him to - but Steve was friendly, honestly friendly. 
the King..was not. 


He felt cold, and icky, like creeping slime was covering his skin. "Do you mind if | shower?" 
"Go ahead," Rick replied, preoccupied in the kitchen. 


The shower was small, but it was hot, at least, and that did something to ease his discomfort. The shampoo 
came in a purple bottle, and he winced, thinking about the flowers he had sent off that morning. He dolloped a 
quantity of the goo on his hand and started rubbing it through his hair. He was going to smell like Rick. 


The thought thrilled him more than it ought to have. Perhaps he was still addicted to the drug of 
transgression - he had left Chris, he could do as he please, but something still felt wrong, and he liked it. 
Suddenly, the steam in the bathroom felt much thicker, and he opened is mouth to take a full, gasping breath, 
water sluicing over his skin He ran his hands experimentally over his chest, shivering with the sensation Down 
they went, lightly dragging nails over his damp flesh, until he grasped his cock, giving it a few strokes. He 
moaned, stifling the sound by biting his knuckles, but it was not enough. He needed more. 


He finished rinsing and stepped out of the shower, toweling himself off and wrapping himself in Rick's bathrobe, 


which was enormous on him. After doing a few other things, he shuffled out, wet hair plastered to his 
shoulders. Rick was lounging on the couch, idly flipping through the channels on television 


"Feel better?" he asked. 
"A bit," Jon answered. "I'm still cold" 


"Well, maybe if you put on some actual clothes-" Rick was cut off by Jon crawling into his lap, tiny and eager 
and still damp from the shower. "Jon. What are you doing?" 


"Warming up," Jon said, wiggling a little. Rick took a deep breath. He could feel the head from Jon's skin through 
his jeans, and he started to get hard. But he knew he should not. 


"Jon," he began, but Jon but him off with a kiss. Rick gasped at the sudden shock, and Jon took the opportunity 


to sweet his tongue over Rick's. He tasted of coffee. 


"We can't," Rick protested when Jon finally pulled away. 


"Come on," Jon pleaded, squirming. "| want to. You want to. Please?" 
"But Chris-" 
"Isn't here. | left" 


Yes, Jon had, but Rick would bet good money that Jon was still in love with him. It showed in his eyes. But Jon 


was right - Chris was not there. Rick was. 


| want you," Jon whispered into his ear, and that was the final straw. Rick seized Jon's face in his hands and 
kissed him passionately, as he had wanted to for so long. Jon responded eagerly, tangling his hands in Rick's long 
golden hair, before moving them downward to tug at Rick's shirt, with enough force to tear it a little before 
Rick yanked it over his head and chucked it into a corner. Then he undid the robe's very loose tie, and the 
garment slid off Jon's shoulders and fell to the floor, leaving him fully exposed to Rick's touch. He took the 
opportunity to run his hands up and down Jon's chest, feeling his heartbeat quicken with every touch. He 
scraped blunt fingernails over Jon's nipples and Jon squeaked, his hips jerking. 


One of his and Peter's rules had been no marks - which Jon felt was a shame. He loved leaving scratches and 
bruises on the skin of his lovers. He had been called a wildcat more than once. But he had been forbidden from 
it for so long that he immediately took full advantage of having Rick's muscular body bared beneath him to 
leave a trail of marks down the side of his throat, on his collarbone, to dig his fingertips at the sides of his 
hips until he thought he might leave bruises. 


"Fuck me," Jon pleaded. 
"Beg me,” Rick replied 
"Please, Rick, please fuck me," came the desperate response. 


So they were playing this game, Rick realized. Well, all right. "You want me to fuck you, you gotta earn it," Rick 


growled. "Get on your knees." 


Obediently, Jon slid off Rick's lap and hit the floor with a giant thump, looking up submissively thick eyelashes, 
the kind that should have belonged to a girl. 


"Come on, you know what to do," Rick said, spreading his legs to let the bulge in his trousers show. Jon rubbed 
a small hand tentatively over it, as if he was shy, inexperienced. Rick was quite sure he was anything but. 
"Don't tease me, you little slut" 


Jon unzipped Rick's pants and slowly withdrew his sizable erection. He licked it, like a lollipop, getting a taste and 
teasing Rick in the process, for which he received a gentle slap on the cheek. "Suck it" Jon finally obeyed, 
sliding Rick's hard cock into his moth, aided by the hands tangled in his hair. It was a lot to take in, but Jon had 
plenty of practice and soon had Rick's entire length down his throat, slurping greedily. Rick rocked his hips 


gently, watching Jon's pretty lips stretched over his dick, slightly swollen and cheery-red from kidding. He 
fucked his mouth slowly, carefully, in preparation for taking possession of his body. Jon moaned, the vibration 
traveling through Rick's lower half and making him gasp with the unexpected sensation, tightening his hands in 


Jon's hair, making Jon moan again and reach down to touch himself. 


But when Rick saw him doing that, he pulled Jon's head back. "Ah-ah-ah," he scolded. "Only | get to do that." He 
hauled Jon up and threw him onto the couch, pinning the smaller man beneath him. The couch was not very 


big, and Jon felt completely surrounded by Rick 
"Now you stay right here while | go get-" 


"No need!" Jon informed him. "I, uh. | found your lube in the bathroom and |, um." A blush spread across his 
face as he admitted to that. Rick had a sudden mental image of Jon, fresh out of the shower and still dripping 


wet, fingering himself open in Rick's bathroom. 
"Eager, eager boy," Rick chuckled. "You want it that bad? Couldn't wait?" 


"No," Jon whined, and he would have grasped at Rick he his hands were not currently being pinned down. "Come 


on, please, just fuck me already!" 


Without a word, Rick wrapped Jon's legs around his waist and slowly pushed into him, inch by inch. Jon gasped, 
biting his lower lip. Rick leaned down and kissed him, distracting him until he was buried to the hilt in Jon He 
pulled out slowly, Jon's eyes going wide at the sensation of loss, before he slammed in again and began to fuck 


Jon in earnest. 

"Is this it?" Rick whispered harshly in Jon's ear. "This what you want?" 

"More," Jon begged. "Please - harder. 

Rick responded, thrusting not only harder but deeper, hitting that sweet spot that made Jon see stars. 


‘Oh - oh, yes!" Jon cried, dragging his fingernails down Rick's back, clinging onto Rick has if he was the only 
thing anchoring Jon to earth. Rick groaned as the sharp pain mixed with the nearly overwhelming pleasure of 
having tight, slick, squirming Jon wrapped around his dick. God, it felt good. He had stared at Jon's ass plenty 
before, always wondering in the back of his mind, what the boy from the florists would be like in bed - and 
now he had his answer. He might not have been able to fuck the memory of Chris out of Jon, but damn it, he 


could try. 


"Oh god - yes - feels - so good - yes - yes-" Jon babbled, the words sounding short and jerky. Rick slid one 
hand between them and grasped Jon's cock, stroking it roughly. Jon stopped balling, only incomprehensible, 
breathy noises coming from his throat. Between the twin sensations of his ass being fucked and his dick being 
satisfactorily attended to, it did no take very long at all for Jon to come, and he did, with a howl, his orgasm 
shattering through him. The feeling of Jon's muscles clenching around him set Rick off, and he buried his seed 


deep inside Jon It was, Rick reflected, a very good thing that Jon was not a girl, although he was pretty 
enough to be one. 


They lay there for a few minutes, panting, and maybe even cuddling a little bit. Jon broke the silence first. "Oh, 
Rick, you're all dirty." He touched a fingertip to where his come was drying on Rick's stomach. 


"| suppose | am," Rick said, "though you aren't much better." It was true. They were both sticky, sweaty, and 
sated. 


"You know, there might not be much hot water left," Jon mused with a smirk on his face. Rick could see where 


this was going, horny little bastard. "Perhaps we should shower..together." 


Rick grinned. 


work and play 


The apartment buzzer rang. Greg nodded at Keith, who went to let the man in. He didn't talk, choosing instead 
to silently escort the man to the lounge where Greg was waiting, casually shuffling through a pile of papers. 


"Ah, Mr. DeRocco. Good evening," Greg said with carefully calculated nonchalance. 
"Good evening, Mr. Lake. Thank you for seeing me." 
"Have a seat. You said you had a business proposition to discuss?" 


Mr. DeRocco glanced over at Keith, who was looming quietly near the door as he always did, arms crossed and 


face grim. He wasn't a particularly tall man, but more than menacing. 

Greg smiled to himself as Mr. DeRocco glanced around the room, which had been decorated with various bits 
of thrift store bric-a-brac, to give it that lived-in feel. He had found that doing business in a personal setting 
often made people uncomfortable - or, sometimes, the exact opposite. But of course, there was no way he 
would invite strangers into his actual home. Hence, the apartment. 

Right on cue, Carl came bouncing in. "Greg, l- oh! | didn't realize | was interrupting. I'm sorry." 

"No, no. Mr. DeRocco was just discussing a financial matter with me." 

"Would you care for a drink?" Carl offered "Tea? Coffee? Something stronger, perhaps?" 

"Just coffee, thank you," Mr. DeRocco said 

Carl glanced at him, sized him up pretty quickly. Fat, balding, sweaty, nervous. Nicely dressed. A white-collar 
type, only he'd gotten into some trouble and needed Greg's help to sort it out. In return, he'd offer..money, 
maybe, but information or access was more likely. 

"You want any cream or sugar in that?" 

"Just a little half-and-half, please." 


He was probably on some sort of diet. His wife's idea. Not his mistress’. And he was sure to have one. 


"Coffee for me too, babe. You know how | like it," Greg winked. Mr. DeRocco looked a little uncomfortable, but 


nothing too bad. Keith was uncomfortable as well, but for an entirely different set of reasons. 


He watched Carl pip into the kitchen and start preparing some coffee. The top few buttons of his shirt were 
undone, and when he finished and bent over to hand Mr. DeRocco his drink, it was easy to see the chain 


around his neck. 


It was an unobtrusive piece of jewelry, deliberately so. Extraordinarily fine, it was made from the best silver 
money could buy. Custom. Normally it would take a hawk's eye to spot it, and there were very, very few 
observers who had even noticed that the chain had no clasp. It was not designed to come off. 


Keith noticed. He thought about it more frequently than he should have. 


But now was not the time. He had a job to do - stand there and look menacing. A relatively simple job, as jobs 
went. Carl had a job to do too, although he got a bit pissy whenever anyone called him a hostess. He had a 
knack for making people feel at ease. Maybe it was the way he smiled all the time. 


Carl walked past Keith and their eyes met. A flush - subtle, he hoped - crept over Keith's cheeks as he 
remembered that kiss. It had been a moment of weakness, physical and otherwise, on his part, and it would not 
happen again. He simply would not allow it. But as much as he thought about it - which was more than he 
should - he was thinking about it right now, in fact, as much as he could remember the feel, the taste, the 
warmth of Carls lips, there was one thing he could not dredge up, no matter how much he dug into his 


memories. 
Who had initiated that kiss? 


No, no. Not time to think about that, not here, not now. Keith focused on Greg. It wasn't a hard thing to do. His 
round face made him seem much younger than he was, and gave him an air of almost-innocence, an air that 
Keith knew to be quite false. People tended to underestimate him. Sometimes that was helpful for business, 


sometimes not. Either way, underestimating a man likeGregLakewas a mistake you only made once. 

Mr. DeRocco wasn't the sort to try to double-cross Greg, though. He was too green. Too scared. Every time 
he glanced over at Keith, he immediately snapped his gaze away with a flash of fear, as if Keith was going to 
gank him right there, on the worn-out green couch. He might not have followed the law to the letter, but this 
was, undoubtedly, the first time in his life he'd truly ventured outside the system. Keith wondered why, as the 
system seemed to have been quite kind to him. Greed, he supposed. 


Keith knew a few things about what greed did to a man 


There was a click as Greg unlocked the desk drawer and handed the businessman a phore. "This is untraceable. 


Only | have the number. If it rings, pick up." 
"But |-" 


"Don't worry. We won't call you at work unless it's an emergency. And if we interrupt anything else, well, I'm 


sorry." Greg smiled his public, carefully controlled smile. "We'll be in touch. Pleasure doing business with you." 


'L-likewise." Mr. DeRocco stood, shook Greg's hand, and was escorted out of the apartment by Keith, whom he 


kept stealing suspicious looks at, as if Keith was going to knife him in the stairwell. Which was ridiculous. Keith 


didn't knife anyone unless it was in self-defense, or unless he had explicit orders from Greg. 

Or if it was for Carl's sake. 

He trudged back into the apartment, where Greg was waiting for him. "Get him out all right?" 

"Yeah. No big deal." 

"He didn't have a heart attack on the stairs?" 

"No, thank God. | don't think | could have dragged him up or down" 

‘lm sure you could have at least chucked him down a flight or two. What's the use of all these, then?" he 
squeezed Keith's upper arms, which, while not grossly bulging, weren't anything to sneeze at, either. The simple 
touch sent a shiver through Keith, but he ignored it. He just hadn't gotten laid in awhile. Yeah. That was it. And 
that was something he could fix. 

"Did it go all right?" Carl chirped from the next room over. 


"Looks like," Greg answered. 


"Good!" Carl popped around the corner, wearing a pair of jeans that looked like they'd been painted on him and a 
shirt that wasn't much better. "Let's go out!" 


"Out?" Greg cocked his head. 
"To the club. Let's celebrate. It's a big deal, right?" 


It was. Squire and Banks controlled most of the white-collar dealings in the city - not together, of course - 
and this was an important step to edging in on their territory. 


"Yeah," said Greg. "Night's young. Let's feel the city's pulse." 
Carl grinned. "Keith? You coming?" 


He glanced at Greg, almost as if for permission, which was silly, he knew, but there it was. "Come on. Got word 


yesterday there's a new dancer.” 
Keith shrugged, as if nonchalant. "Well. | suppose | could be dragged along." 


"Excellent!" he barely had time to grab a jacket before Carl linked arms with him and Greg and dragged them 
out the door. 


Greg always felt a certain amount of defensive pride towards Bitches Crystal. He knew Squire ignored it, and 
him, as much as he could, but Banks - Banks looked down on his club. Thought the name was crass. Thought it 
was a bunch of tasteless junk. And sure, it wasn't all mahogany and stuffy richness like The fucking Fountain, 
but it was his, and more than that, it belonged to the youth of the city. They didn't have the money to spend 
on imported wines or decades-old scotch or whatever Banks was serving up, but they had energy. Potential. 


There was glitter ground into the concrete floor and the cage dancers were pierced, tattooed, and flexible. 


There wasn't aVlPsection, either. There were a few back rooms, for storage and business, but no champagne 


rooms. So when he walked in, despite being the owner of the club, he was in the rush with everyone else. 
Greg liked that feeling. 


It was very loud, with pounding bass and shrieks and laughter and an excess of chemical entertainment. Not 
that Keith had a problem with that, or anything, but it was all a bit..overwhelming, what with Greg on one side, 
pressed close, and Carl on the other, giggling and pointing and leading them towards the bar. He glanced around 
at the clientele that evening - a good mix of men and women, and some who probably identified as both or 
neither. There were hot people, in various states of inebriation, that was the important point for Keith. Any 
lewd act he wanted to participate in, he could find a willing partner. Guaranteed. 


Good, he thought, ordering a round of shots that were all for him. Maybe it would help to take his mind off of 


certain other people. 


direct hit 


Steve was in disguise, if indeed, it could be called a disquise. The best falsehoods are created from as many 
truths as possible, and the only thing preventing Steve from being an art student, a budding photographer, was 
a lack of time to enroll in classes. His camera was not a prop. The lens was clean and bright, the strap frayed 
with use. His sneakers were scuffed and his jacket was a little too big. He blended into this sort of 
neighborhood much more smoothly than his target did. Just another sensitive guy with a couple joints and a 
book of poetry in his messenger bag. 


He'd been following Mr. DeRocco for two weeks. The businessman seemed to be a creature of habit. 
Unsurprising - a man juggling two different lives would find comfort in routine. Steve wasn't sure why he 
picked this particular coffee shop - he suspected it had something to do with the amply attractive female 
barista - but it made his job a bit easier. Of course, that was why Chris had chosen him. If DeRocco had 
followed the patterns of his green-tied fellows, Steve wouldn't have been able to slip into a sleek, efficient 
uptown café right near the business district. And Steve made his living being invisible. 


He'd watched him for two weeks and knew exactly what he would order. Steve slid into line right behind Mr. 
DeRocco and ordered the exact same thing - coffee, medium, black, two sugars, no cream. He watched as 
DeRocco sprinkled the packets of sugar in and sat down, opening his newspaper. He took two sips before 


becoming absorbed in the sports section 


Steve took two sips of his own drink, wincing at the scalding liquid and the bitter flavor. Turning his back, he 
popped open the lid on the pretense of cooling it off. In his pocket, he had his own little packet of sugar. 
Tasteless and odorless, but quite effective. He stirred it in and quietly put the lid back on. 


The tables were set quite close together, so it was easy enough to trip over someone's chair and fall into 


DeRocco's shoulder, jostling his newspaper severely and wrecking his morning routine. 
"Oh my god, I'm so sorry-" Steve blurted out. 


"Jesus Christ! You nearly tore a hole in it!" Mr. DeRocco griped, rustling the paper to make sure it wasn't 
damaged. Steve took this opportunity to switch the cups of coffee and before anyone noticed, he hustled out 
the door. 


He would be at least two blocks away before DeRocco keeled over - a heart attack, or an aneurysm, or maybe 
a stroke, the ample barista wouldn't be able to tell the difference. An ambulance would be summoned, he'd be 
rushed to a hospital, doctors would declare it a heart attack or aneurysm or stroke. Natural causes, if 
processed fats and high-fructose corn syrup could be considered natural. He was a bit young for such a 
death, but a life of sedentary excesses could kill as sure as a knife. The widow, done up in lip-liner and pearls, 
probably would not call for an autopsy. If she did, the doctor would have to be an expert in tropical plants, and 
would need to be very specific in his examination in order to find anything amiss. Jon was an expert, after all 


Very good at what he did. And if anyone had reason to suspect foul play, it mattered little. After all, in all the 


excitement, and the passage of time, nobody would remember the bland face of the young man with a 
messenger bag and dirty sneakers. 


Steve flipped open his phone and dialed the third number on speed dial. 

"Package delivered, sir." 

"Was it opened?" 

"Ah-" Steve paused as he heard sirens. "Yes, sir.” 

"Good. Take the rest of the day off" 

Steve blinked. "Really?" 

"Yog" 

"Thanks, sir." Steve hung up the phone and smiled. A day off. He'd have time for a proper cup of tea - he 
hated coffee - and maybe a doughnut. A walk in the park. There was a spring in his shuffling step as he 


thought about who he could go see. 


It was going to be a good day. 


embers 


As he walked up to the house, Mike saw a taxi pull away from the curb, with Peter in the back, his head 
leaning against the window. He didn't think anything of it, until he came inside looking for Tony. 


He found him in the kitchen, and felt a spike of alarm. It was mid-afternoon Tony shouldn't have been in the 
kitchen. He was supposed to be working. That was Tony's great strength - and, some might say, a weakness, or 
at the very least, a fault. His inability to stop working. He was rarely without a sheaf of papers, and even if 
his hands were empty, his eyes were always bright and calculating. Always thinking, plotting, planning. 
Sometimes Mike wondered under what circumstances he stopped thinking about work. Sleep, probably. Other 
activities. Peter-related activities. Mike stopped that train of thought before it reached the station. 


But Tony's blue eyes were dull now. He sat at the table, staring at his hands, golden sunlight adding false cheer 


to the scene. 

"Peter's gone," he said without looking up. It was almost as if he didn't register Mike's presence. 
"| know, | just saw him-" 

"He won't be coming back." 


There were a thousand things he could have worried about in that moment, but the only thing he cared about 


was Tony. 


Mike stood across the table and gripped the back of a chair to steady himself, although he was already as 


staid and solid as an ash tree. 

"What do you need me to do?" he asked quietly. 

Finally, Tony raised his head and looked him in the eye. There was a time when such an action would have sent 
sparks all through Mike, but that was a long while back. Such a fire raged constantly deep inside him, now, that 
he couldn't notice a few extra sparks. 

"Put a price on Jon Anderson" 

Mike blinked. That was not what he had expected. 


"The Flower Boy? Why?" It was not a habit of his to question Tony's orders, but this was out of the blue. 


Tony sighed. "I suppose you may as well see. Everybody else has, it seems." He rummaged around in his 


briefcase and handed a large envelope to Mike, who opened it and felt a weight settle over his heart. 


Mike Rutherford was not a man who was prone to anger, but when pushed to the edge, he would explode. He 
felt himself nearing his limits now. There was a difference between faithfulness and fidelity, and Peter had 
crossed that line enough to render it useless. He'd always guessed Peter had something going on behind Tony's 
back - possibly several somethings. But no conclusive proof, until now. And with another's lover. Not only that, 
but the lover of Tony's greatest rival. 


"Where did you get these?" Mike asked. 
‘Christopher Squire," Tony replied, and it was like a kick in the gut. 
"l'Il take care of Anderson myself," he vowed. 


"No. Don't" Tony offered the tiniest of smiles. "| know you'd get the job done, and | don't have it out that bad 


for the man. A pause. "I'm sure he had his reasons." 


Quite, and Mike would respect Tony's commands, but if he ever saw either of the bastards he would make 


them pay for the look in Tony's eyes. 

"lll just put the word out on the street, then" 

Tony nodded. Mike understood. Ordering the hit was expected of Tony. Of Don Banks. There was a certain code 
of vengeance that he was bound too, even if his heart wasn't in it. He could not let himself appear weak, 
although for what it was worth, Mike had always believed mercy to be a hallmark of strength. 

Anyway, he suspected Jon Anderson would be just fine. He had the Wake Man to protect him. 


"Is there..anything else?" 


A heaviness hung in the air, electrically charged by those words. It was as if Mike were holding an object that 
he couldn't just give, and that Tony simply couldn't take. But it weighed on him. 


Tony cleared his through. "No. Thank you." 


"All right, then. Ill go arranged matters." With that, Mike left, and if Tony's eyes lingered on his broad 


shoulders - well, nobody would know. 


rumour 


Phil had arrived at the mansion to discover Tony locked in his study, two chairs smashed to smithereens - 
probably Mike's handiwork - and Peter gone, and he'd promptly turned right around and headed to the nearest 


bar. 


He was barely halfway through his beer when Steve, buddy and co-worker, and man mostly likely to 


sympathize, walked in. 


"Do you know what the hell happened?" Phil asked him before he'd even had time to order a drink, which he 


made sure to do before he answered. 

"| think so." He didn't sound thrilled. 

"Well?" Phil prompted, insatiably curious and a little worried. 

"| got a phone call from Steve last night." 

"Steve? Steve who?" 

"Steve Howe." 

"Well, tell me how, then, | would assume on the bloody telephone-" 
"No, no. Steve Howe." 


"Oh" Comprehension dawned on Phil. "As in Hackett and Howe?" He'd only heard rumors about what Steve had 
done before entering the employment of Anthony Banks. 


"Yeah, him. So he called me and said his boss wanted to arrange a meeting with Tony. | said okay, we got that 


done." 
"| didn't know he still had your number." 


"Mmm." Steve took a drink. "And | have his. So later | called him back. | was curious. Wanted to know what was 


up. 
Phil leaned forward. "And?" 
"Steve-" 


"Other Steve, right?" 


"Yeah, Other Steve. Other Steve said he'd taken some incriminating photographs that afternoon. He couldn't tell 
me what was in them, of course, but it was heavily implied that they showed none other than our dear Peter 


at the apartment with a young man he had no business being there with." 


Phil realized immediately who the young, unidentified man had to be, if Christopher Squire was involved. His 


eyebrows nearly disappeared into his hairline. 
"And that's where Peter went?" 
"And that's where Peter went" 


Phil whistled, low and quiet. "Jeez No wonder. Tony's gonna be a wreck, and Mike's not going to be much 


better." 

"Tony? Wrecked? That would mean emotion," Steve said. Phil looked like he was going to reply, but at that 
moment, the flatlined noise of the bar broke for a moment as the door opened. Kate, hair half-up and crimson 
lips freshly slicked, walked in. She looked particularly harried, and when she spotted them, her eyes narrowed. 


Stalking over, she plunked her purse down on the little corner table. 


"Could one of you shed light on why | just spent twenty-five minutes picking three-inch-long splinters out of 
Mike Rutherford's hands?" 


Well, that explained the wooden chairs. 

"Have a seat," Phil grinned, kicking one out with his foot. "You want a drink?" 
"God, yes." 

“Cosmo? Appletini?" 


Kate gave him a dirty look and ordered a whiskey sour. She downed it with increasing speed as Phil and Steve 
filled her in on what they had pieced together. 


"Did you know about it?" Steve asked quietly. "You've known longest of any of us, haven't you?" 
"Even before Tony, yeah?" Phil added. 


Kate shook her head. "Oh, no. he and Tony knew each other way before | started working in the Fountain. Mike 
too. They all went to school together, you know." 


"Yeah." Phil had heard. 


"But | didn't know that he was..'m not surprised, though. Peter's always been a bit free with his favors’ 
"Dyou know where he is” 

"No. And | don't want to. 

Phil nodded. He understood. Better for everyone. 


They'd just ordered another round of drinks when Steve's phone beeped. He looked at it and stood. "Sorry. I've 
got to go." 


"You coming back?" Phil asked. 
"Nope." The normally taciturn Steve winked. "I'm sure you can keep yourselves entertained." 
"Cheeky," Kate muttered, claiming his abandoned drink as her own. 


"So..." Phil grinned smarmily. "Come here often?" 


"Shut up. I'm worried" 

"About Peter?" 

"About everyone." 

Phil's joking fagade dropped. "Me too." 

Kate raised an eyebrow, unsure if she believed his sincerity. 

| mean, Peter's been with ‘em for years, yeah? That's gotta be..hard." 


"He's been my friend for years, too," Kate said quietly, swirling the amber liquid around in her lipstick-smudged 


glass. 

The side of Phil that was a worker bee woke up then. "You can't hide him, Kate. It's not safe." 
"I'm not hiding him, do you think I'm stupid? | know what I'm doing." She took a drink. "Twat." 
Phil grinned. He liked a girl with spunk. 


"Cut that out. I'm not sleeping with you." 


| never!" Phil protested jokingly. "Can't | just enjoy the company of a lady without having my morals 
questioned?" 


"No," Kate said frankly, but she was smiling a little. They were on the same page. Everyone else was alone - 
Steve on a job, Peter missing, Tony locked in his study, Mike sleeping off his rampage, aided by some medium- 
strength narcotics - but not Kate and Phil. They didn't want to be alone. 

"Did you see Mike?" Kate asked. "| mean, it was pretty obvious what he did, but-" 


Phil shook his head in the negative. "Nah. Just saw the aftermath, thought | should get out ‘til everyone 


calmed down" 


"Smart," Kate agreed. She had only been called afterwards, but it had been terrifying. Mike Rutherford was a 
gentle man, usually - not prone to acts of unnecessary, excessive violence. She had seen him gutted, before, 
and all through his recovery he had been smiling. The whole while, taking everything into stride. But this, now. 
"Ie never seen him do something like that.” 


"Me neither." He paused, as if considering what to say. "But I've heard rumors." 


"Rumors?" 


"Yeah" 
Kate sensed something that ran deep in the city's past. "The sort of rumors you can talk about?" 
"Yeah. But this stays in the family, if you know what | mean’ 

She did 

"Do you remember the Los Endos fire?" 


Kate nodded. It had happened before she came to the city, but she knew all about it. A tragedy like that was 


not soon forgotten. 

"It was a cover-up." 

That didn't come as a huge shock to Kate - there had been an investigation, of course, she'd read it in the 
papers, a suspicious body count. But to hear it so confidently confirmed as fact - and what did it have to do 


with Mike?" 


Phil leaned forward, and so did she. No flirtation, now. His voice was lowered, barely audible over the din of the 


bar, and deadly serious. 


"Have you ever heard of a man named Ant Phillips?" 


empathy 


Jon had not been seeking out anything in particular when he entered the bar. He had only been trying to get 
away. Another fight with Chris. Ever since Rick had left, he'd been..volatile. Sleepless. Constantly working and 
ready to bite anyone's head off at a moment's notice. The only person he fought with more than Jon was Bill. 
The two of them went together like oil and water. The house was either filled with screaming, or dead silent. 
Not good for business. Not good for anything. 

Jon had finally just stomped out. He wasn't one to find solace in alcohol, but bars were the only places open 
this time of night and were warm besides. But loud. Christ, he had forgotten how loud. He perched himself on 
the stool at the very end of the counter like a tiny sparrow, and it took the bartender several minutes to 
notice him. Finally, he got a drink, but it cloyed as it crept down his throat. Alcohol was not excellent, in his 
opinion. 


"You," came a voice very close to his ear, "don't look like you want to be here." 


Jon turned around and found himself facing a willowy young man with sleek hair that tumbled past his 


shoulders. He felt a stab of envy. The greenhouse made his own hair almost unmanageably frizzy. 
"| don't, really," he confessed to the stranger. “But | had to go somewhere." 

"Why did you pick here?" 

"| don't know." Jon thought for a moment. "My feet just led me here, | suppose." 

"Sounds untrustworthy of them, if you ask me." 


Jon chuckled and took a closer look at the man. The light was dim, but he looked familiar somehow. "Well, they 


haven't done me wrong yet." 
First time for everything..tm Peter," he said, shaking Jon's hand politely, although his touch seemed to linger. 


The recognition kicked in then "You're-" He very nearly said "Barks' boy" as that was what Chris nearly always 
referred to him as, but doing that in person seemed disrespectful. 


"Yeah, that's me," Peter grinned, as if knowing exactly what he was thinking. "And you're Jon, right?" 
"Right." 


Peter glanced around. "So are you really here alone?" 


"Yes." 

"Squire let you do that?" 

Jon was offended that Peter thought Chris would have him supervised like a child. "Of course! l'm not his 
property. | can come and go as | please." That was a small lie. Sometimes it wasn't safe for him to do exactly 


that. 


"I'm sorry, I'm sorry," Peter apologized, hands up in a conciliatory gesture. "I was just wondering. Sometimes 


Tony - well Nevermind." 


Jon felt a stab of - sympathy? Empathy? "Not that Chris would notice if | was gone half the time," he said 


with a small amount of bitterness. 
"Always working?" Peter's tone was sympathetic. 


"He wasn't always like that, you know. Ever since-" he cut himself off mid-sentence. Peter may have been 


friendly, but he was still an outsider. Chris might have said the enemy. 


"Hts all right. You don't have to tell me. But | do know the Wake Man has been ghost for a few months. That 
have anything to do with it?" 


Jon nodded. He could reveal that much. 

"I can't even imagine what Tony would do if Mike just vanished. He's already working enough as it is." 

Jon patted Peter's hand. Compassion. The touch lingered. 

"Was Squire in love with the Wake Man?" 

"What?" Jon was flabbergasted. Chris had a great many faults, but one thing Jon had never doubted was his 
loyalty, such as it was. And if Chris were to be swayed, it certainly wouldn't be by Rick. "Of course not. Why 
on earth would you think that?" 

‘| only wondered" There was hurt in his eyes. The realization dawned on Jon. 

"Do you mean to say-" 

Peter started nodding even as Jon was still talking. 


"-that Banks-" 


"So you see, he doesn't really care that much where | go, as long as he knows where Mike is." 


"Oh, dear." Jon squeezed his hand again. "| am so sorry." 


"They aren't even sleeping together. All of the bake and none of the cake. But, no- | should be the one 


apologizing. | don't mean to throw all my problems at you. That's unfair." 

"No, no. Its quite all right. | understand." He paused. "I imagine not many people would” 

"That's true," Peter acknowledged, and the bond between them was sealed. There weren't any others who could 
truly understand their unique, shadowy lifestyle - except perhaps Lake's bright-eyed boy Carl, but those two 
showed every sign of being happy together. And what luck, that they should find each other in the same bar. 
"Do you want to come back to my apartment? It's quiet," Peter offered. Coming from him, it could have been a 


salacious request, but it wasn't. It made Jon wonder what Peter had truly been seeking when he went to a bar 


alone. 
(Peter had been looking for someone to fuck, but finding a listening ear had jolted him a little bit) 


"Is it.safe?" Jon inquired tactfully. What he really meant was, "it is guarded, and will | be shot as revenge or 
kidnapped and used as leverage against Chris?" Such was their life, that those things were possible. 


He'd chosen it freely, and wondered if Peter had done the same. 
"Yes," Peter replied. “Tony pays the rent, but | pay the doorman." 


Jon had very good instincts. They had saved him - and others - more than a couple of times. He sensed no 


trap. "Then yes," he said. "Let's get out of here." The smoke of the bar was stuffing his head full of cotton 
"We'll have to walk," Peter warned. 


Of course. Taxis talked. Every cab in the city was on someone's payroll. One of the first things Chris had ever 
taught him. 


It was a chilly night, and they linked arms against the wind. There weren't many people out. It was still the time 
of night when the bars and clubs were thriving hives of activity, before men and women and women and men 
started going off in pairs for the temporary solace of company. 


Jon had always been an early bird 


No snow, as they walked busily, only upturned coat-collars and piles of slush slinking away from the 
streetlights. The brick building Peter led him to was old, though perhaps not as old as it looked. 


True to his word, the doorman very carefully did not look at Jon. 


"Stairs or lift?" Peter asked. "It's the third floor." 

‘Oh, stairs, then," Jon requested. "I went a little overboard at the bakery this morning." 

"| feel you there," Peter grinned, leading him into the stairwell. "God, what | wouldn't give for a Danish right 
now. You know, I've always wondered why they have all-night fast food and all-night dry cleaning, but never 
any all-night bakeries." 

"One of us," Jon joked, "will have to get that done." 

"Make a mint." 

Jon wasn't out of shape - far from it - but his breath hitched anyway, hiking up their stairs behind Peter. 
There was a tingle of transgression in his chest. Nobody expected a man who had once worked in a flower shop 
to put a toe out of line, but something about risk thrilled him. That was one of the things that had attracted 
him to Chris in the first place. The danger. 


But Chris was not there. Peter was, and Jon was looking to avoid, or at least delay, coming home to another 


cold and empty bed. 


Peter unlocked the door and ushered him into a very nice apartment. Leather furniture, mahogany. A little 


somber for Jon's taste, but nice. Expensive. 

He plopped himself down on the sofa, which was soft, but not from use. 
"Drink?" Peter offered. 

"Oh, no thank you," Jon declined politely. 

"But you need something to warm up. Your nose must be froze." 

"If you promise not to tell, I'll let you in on a little secret” 


Peter slid in next to him on the couch and looked at him like they were eleven-year-old girls having a slumber 


party. 
‘lm not all that fond of liquor," Jon giggled 
"Me neither," Peter replied. "It always leaves me with such a headache." 


"| prefer my recreation to be of the botanical variety.” 


"Mr. Anderson, that is in defiance of the law," Peter smirked. "And Tony doesn't allow smoking in the apartment, 


anyway." 

"Well, | mean..| could show you a few places. | grow my own, you know." 

"Profit or hobby?" 

"Hobby, of course." He didn't ever need to worry about profits when he was with Chris. 

Jon had not been intending to kiss Peter. He really had just followed him for the conversation - someone who 
could truly understand was an irresistible lure. He had heard plenty of rumors about Peter Gabriel - a minx, a 
cottonhead, a gold-digger, more intelligent than anyone gave him credit for, a snapdragon - but here was the 
man himself. Young. A whip of warmth on the cool leather couch. 

It didn't take much for Jon to swing a leg over and straddle him. Peter looked surprised. 

"You don't have to-" 

| want to," Jon cut him off, and kissed him. It sent a static shock through his small body, the unfamiliarity. It 
had been a very long time since had been with anyone but Chris, and Chris was the standard to which he 
compared all else. He was accustomed to broadness and height, and Peter was willow-slim and tasted like 
cinnamon. The kiss was short, like a door clicking open. When Jon pulled back, something inside him pulled back 
too. The mechanism that felt guilt, perhaps. He should have, he knew that, but there was an absence, a void 
that lust rushed to fill. Chris was so distant. Peter was so close. 

"Two rules," Peter said, his hands hovering at Jon's hips. 

Jon nodded. An assignation like theirs required structure. 

"Not in the bed." 

Fine. They were slim, the couch was large. And there was a perfectly adequate floor. "Okay. And?" 

"No marks." 

Now that was a shame. But he could adapt. 

“All right," Jon said. 


"Good," Peter said. 


"Great," Jon added. 


Peter's hands went straight to Jon's dark curls as he dragged him down for a deep kiss. Cinnamon, spice, hot, 
slick, forbidden - was it arousal or guilt crawling low in his gut? Both, maybe. Their motions were near-frantic, 
as if they had been waiting, straining for weeks, but this was only happenstance, that they had met that 


eveni ng. 


Jon was in jeans and a t-shirt that was at least clean, and very quickly removed. He had not been planning to 
go to a bar when he got dressed that morning. Peter had, and Jon relished the feeling of expensive cloth 
against his skin as he pressed closer. A fine as it was, Peter was better, and Jon wrested it off him. Bare to 
the waist, there was nothing between them, chests together, Peter's arms around his waist, now - nothing 
except for the cool metal of Jon's necklace, which gave Peter goose-bumps where it touched. He pulled back 
and tapped it gently, looking up with big grey eyes. Jon shook his head. The third rule had been silently 
established 


Jon trailed his fingertips down Peter's chest. No marks, no marks. He could feel the heartbeat. His own blood 
was rushing much, much lower. Peter's hand rubbed against the growing bulge in his trousers and Jon 


whimpered. 


"Please," he whispered. 

"Please what?" Peter's breath ghosted over his ear. He shivered. 
"Touch me." 

"Been a while, has it?" 


Yes, it had, but that was not the point. The point was Peter being wicked and teasing him and if there had not 
been a rule against it, he would have nipped him for that. Instead, he yanked on Peter's hair. Peter hissed, hips 
bucking upward, his hardness grinding against Jon. 


"Ah! L-like that, do you?" Jon attempted to taunt. He had forgotten what fun it could be, discovering another's 
body. 


Peter did not reply, but he did kiss Jon again, sliding his hands down to Jon's ass and squeezing. He moaned, his 
legs spreading apart even further. Peter's nimble hands made quick work of Jon's belt and he slid his jeans 
down just enough to free his cock Jon moaned again, high and thin, as Peter took him in hand and began to 
stroke. Shuddering his pleasure as feather-soft kisses were trailed down his neck - no marks, no marks - he 
wiggled his way into Peter's pants and was rewarded by Peter bucking beneath him, trapped between Jon's 
body and the couch. Together, they figured out a rhythm - jerky, uneven, and desperate. Very desperate. Jon's 
pace quickened, Peter's hand tightened, creating a loop of positive feedback that built and built until it was 
broken first by Jon, burying his head in the crook of Peter's neck as he came. Peter spasmed shortly after, 
his shout muffled by Jon's hair. 


Guilt started to creep in around the edges as soon as the high of his brief orgasm faded, but Jon was already 
hungering for another taste of the forbidden fruit. He saw shame and satisfaction mirrored in Peter's face as 
they silently pulled up their trousers and adjusted their clothes. 

"Can you get home all right?" Peter asked quietly. 


"Yeah. I'll walk a few blocks and then catch a cab." It was cold out, and late. Now that he was alone, it did not 
really matter what the cabbie reported. 


"Good" 
"Are you..staying here?" Alone? 


"For the night? No. There isn't any food in the fridge. But | figure it's best not to leave at the same time as 
you." 


Jon understood. 
"Well. It was nice meeting you, then." 
"You too. We should do it again sometime." 


A tingling thrill of danger. Oh, yes. This would become a problem. Like a drug, easily and seductively addictive - 
and destructive. 


"We really shouldn't. But I'm sure we will” 

With that, Jon left, keeping his head down as he walked past the doorman, who purposefully did not notice him. 
When he had gone what he judged to be a safe distance away, he hailed a cab and quietly gave the directions. 
The driver nodded and drove silently. There was no way to know who he would report his passenger and 
destination to, later, so Jon made sure to give the address of a house one block away from home. 

The romantic part of him had a hope that Chris would be waiting for him, worried and apologetic. They could 
talk, like they used to. Go to bed together and sleep. Perhaps he had watched too many movies. When he finally 
got home, fingertips chilled to the bone, most of the lights were off. Only Bill was there, of all people. 

"Seen Chris?" Jon asked, with no hope of answer. 


"No," Bill replied. "He's been out for a few hours. After you, ah, left" 


Bill was being more tactful than usual. Jon suspected he and Chris had probably exchanged words at some 


point during the evening. 


"Oh. Well. If he comes back, I've gone to bed." 
"Of course." 


Jon trudged up the stairs, grateful at least that Chris wouldn't get a chance to smell Peter on his skin. He 
stepped into the bathroom and turned on the shower, undressing in front of the mirror and examining every 


inch of his body. No marks, as promised. No proof. 


He spent a long time under the water, letting it sluice over his body and wash away any miniscule traces of 
his transgression When he finally shut it off and dried with a large, fluffy towel, he opened the bathroom door 
and shivered in the sudden cold air. His bed was large and luxurious - Chris would stand for only the best - 
but the sheets were like ice, with only him alone in the great big bed to warm it. It took him a long time to fall 


asleep. 


stroll 


"| don't believe in sleeping with someone until at least the third date, l'm an old-fashioned girl, but Chris is just 
so handsome, | don't know if I'll be able to resist," Jon mused Mr. Fogarty, to whom he was speaking, would 
have been absolutely shocked, but he had taken his hearing aids out to adjust them, and could not hear 
anything. 


"Hmm?" Mr. Fogarty said a moment later, putting one of them back in. "Did you say something, Jon?" 


"Just that the hydrangeas are looking a little wilty," he said smoothly. He rather did need someone to talk to 
about the whole Christopher question. 


"Yes, | would like to try a different type of fertilizer with them, | think" Mr. Fogarty shuffled across the 
sparkling floor. 


The shop was really looking lovely - nicer even than before it had been wrecked by the unnamed hoodlums. 
The check had been enough to cover not only clearup, but also renovation. However, you could not pay to make 


flowers grow faster, and Jon had been working overtime. 


The bell over the door jangled, and Jon's heart lifted when he saw the tall man walk in. He should have looked 
out of place - impeccable suit, angled hat - but, to Jon at least, he seemed like he quite belonged. 


"Good afternoon, Jon," he greeted politely, but there was a tentative warmth in his voice. 

"Oh, hello!" Jon had not meant to sound so breathless. It had been a week since he had seen Chris last - they 
had planned another dinner, but Chris had had to cancel at the last minute. A profuse apology had been given, 
but no explanation. 

Mr. Fogarty grumbled and went to the back room to pot some rhododendrons. As grateful as he was for the 
money, he still held the view that it would not have been necessary in the first place if not for Christopher 
Squire. But young men never asked the opinion of old men 


"The shop is looking quite lovely," Chris began. “You've done an excellent job." 


‘Oh, no, it was really Mr. Fogarty, | just helped - his back, you know," Jon said earnestly. "It was really nice of 


you not to, um, tax him." 


"| probably shouldn't have. At least three people have tried to pay me off with flowers since you." Chris looked 
supremely put-out by this problem. Jon giggled. "Nobody else has bothered you, right?" 


"Nope. All clear." 


"Good," Chris huffed He was starting to feel a little protective of The Flower Shop. This probably would not end 
well. But he could not just make himself stay away from Jon. "So.." the pause was uncharacteristic. "Would you 
be interested in going out for dinner again?" 

Jon grinned. "Yes, on one condition" 

Chris arched an eyebrow, waiting. 


"| get to pick the place." 


"Deal." They did not shake hands, like Chris normally did when making deals, but they did not need to. "What 
time should | pick you up?" 


"Oh, you don't-" 

"What time," Chris repeated. 

Jon tittered and decided on eight-thirty. 

Chris was very prompt. He drove the car himself, which seemed a little on the small side for him. Jon found 
he liked the amusing image of the dapper, well-off, coolly powerful man with his knees knocked towards his 
chest. 

He directed Chris to a sushi place that was a real hole-in-the-wall type of joint, and looked it. Chris liked sushi 


plenty, but he was used to the sleek chrome-trimmed restaurants of uptown. Normally, he would not set foot 
in a place like this, but he could not help but to follow Jon - whom he could not help but trust. 


"Evening, Jon!" greeted a stout, middle-aged woman. "Oh, and you've brought a friend How lovely. Right this 


way. 
She escorted them to a corner booth, tucked away in the shadows, with a clean view of the entire room, as 
well as its entrances and exits. Jon saw Chris' shoulders relax visibly when he sat down, and smiled to himself, 


glad the he had gone with his gut and called ahead to reserve this particular table. 


Jon took the initiative to sidle up next to him. A waiter came around asking for their drink order. They both 
asked for water. 


"So," Jon asked, blinking his eyelashes. "How was your day?" 


"Better, now that I'm with you," Chris grinned. 


‘Oh, you are a smooth operator." Jon wrinkled his nose. 


| do what | can," Chris confessed. "But in all honesty, its been a little rough. Business, you know. Bit of trouble. 
Nothing to worry about" He paused. "Unless you're Steve. He seems quite convinced some sort of catastrophe 


is imminent.” 
"He did seem the nervous sort, when | met him." 
"He rather is. But very good at his job.” 


Jon did not ask what Steve's job was. He was slowly piecing things together and what he had not pieced 
together he was curious about, but he would wait for Chris to offer information. Or until the need to know 


became truly pressing. 


Speak of the devil, Jon thought to himself as he felt Chris spread his legs enough to nestle against Jon. He 
reminded himself that this was only the second date, and he had his standards to stick to. But it was - he 
really did not want to even think about using the word "hard" 


The dinner went swimmingly. The food was delicious - a fact Jon knew to be gospel truth, but that Chris had 
to be assured of personally. They talked, as usual, of many things. Chris had taken an interest in art, recently, 
and was looking to buy some. “The walls at home look empty," he explained. Jon nodded sympathetically and 
recommended some downtown galleries. He offered to go with Chris; Chris accepted the offer. When their meal 
was finished, the candle burnt down, and the check paid (by Jon, he had put his foot down), they decided to go 
for a stroll in the nearby park (again, Jon). 


It was quite late by that point, and dark. Jon generally preferred the park at night, anyway, when the joggers 
and children and tourists had all gone home and he could appreciate the plants alone. Or, in this case, alone with 
Chris. Chris had asked him if walking alone in the dark woods scared him. It did not. There were interspersed 
streetlamps, casting pools of orange light at geometrical intervals. "And besides, I'm not alone," Jon said, looping 


his arm through Chris’. 


He would need the protection, though he did not know it. There had been a chain of events leading up to this 
walk in the park that he was unaware of. A business deal had gone wrong. Christopher Squire's power had 
slipped momentarily. A group of individuals, seeking recompense for past damages, decided this was prime 
opportunity for revenge. The formidable Don Squire was, for once, alone, surrounded by neither bodyguards 


nor flunkies - just a young man who worked in a flower shop. No threat at all 
Chris froze mid-step when he heard the first rustle in the foliage. 
"Chris..?" Jon questioned. 


"Shh," Chris replied, shoving Jon behind him. That was the only warning they had before the four assailants 


charged them from all sides. 


They had no guns. Later on it would turn out to make sense - the noise would draw too much attention, and 
anyway, it was hard to aim in the dark You could hit absolutely anyone. But knives were just as dangerous, and 


it was four against one. 
Except it wasn't. 


Chris had already pushed Jon behind him and a large, beefy man tossed him aside. He hit the ground and rolled. 
Chris lashed out against the first man, grabbing his wrist and twisting until he dropped the knife, which Chris 
immediately picked up, ducking as the second man's blade passed over the back of his neck, so close he could 
feel the breeze. He felt a presence at his side and up he drove his body, elbow first, and was rewarded with a 
thud and a cry of pain. Direct chest hit. While the man was winded, Chris knifed him. He went down, but Chris 
had moved on, eyes blazing, to grapple with another. Damn, damn, he thought, filled with a red rage, but not 
for himself. For Jon. Sweet and innocent Jon who he should never have gotten involved with. Hopefully, he had 
scampered off into the woods to hide. He heard a rip and felt a sharp pain in his upper arm. Shit. Shallow cut, 
but still. His bloodied stolen knife was still in his hand and he put it to good use. He heard fleeing footsteps, and 
as he yanked back the blade he saw the assailant with the broken wrist fleeing, arm clutched to his chest. 
Chris staggered, trying to catch his bearings, arm starting to throb wetly. His left, thank God, and he was 
right-handed. He did not see the fourth, final man loom up behind him. 


But Jon did. 

It had been under one minute since he had been chucked aside, and the first thing he grabbed was a large, 
heavy stick, which he swung with all his strength down on the head of the brutish man, just as he raised his 
knife to the vulnerable Chris. Chris whirled around as the man collapsed like a sack of bricks. There stood Jon, 
stick in hand, like some sort of tiny Tarzan, capable and dangerous. They hovered there for a moment, bodies 
piled around them. 

Jon tossed the stick aside and leapt for Chris, whose large hands immediately went to cradle his face. 

"Are you okay? Are you hurt?" 

"Am | hurt?" Jon squawked. "You're bleeding!" 


"Just a flesh wound, I'll be fine," Chris said, wincing as he lowered his arm. Jon undid the tie from around Chris’ 


neck and wrapped it around the wound to staunch the bleeding. 
"Jon, I'm so sorry," Chris said heavily. 
"Nah, it's fine. Quite exciting, really." 


"You shouldn't be with me, you shouldn't be anywhere near me, it's too dangerous-" 


Jon interrupted him by putting a hand on each side of his face, pulling him down, and kissing him until they 
were both breathless. When Jon let go, he could see a smear of blood left across Chris’ cheekbone, illuminated 
in the streetlamp's orange light. 

"I happen to like you quite a bit," Jon declared. "And I've no intention of ceasing to keep your company." 


"But-" 


‘| may be small, but | am perfectly capable of taking care of myself. Besides," Jon's tone switched, "I've got 
you to protect me, don't |?" 


"Yes," Chris whispered. 

"Excellent. Now, let's go get you stitched up." 

Away they walked from the scene of destruction, Chris leaning ever-so-slightly on Jon. He reached into his 
pocket and turned on his phone, which had been off through the course of the evening. He did not like his 
pleasure to be interrupted by business. 

"Five missed calls from Rick," he coughed, attempting to laugh. "I'm going to be in trouble when | get home." 
Fortunately, the car was still parked where they had left it, although Jon had to drive, which worked out much 
better, as the compactness of the vehicle accommodated his legs far more comfortably than Chris’ long 
shanks. 

The house they pulled up to was quite large and quite modern, although it was designed with Victorian 
sensibilities in mind. It looked relatively innocent, but Jon guessed at a great number of private security 
systems. In his opinion, you could not do better for protection and alert than a great big dog. 

Chris tapped a code into the keypad next to the door, and it clicked open 

"40125," he told Jon. 

"What - oh." 

"Just in case." 

"Squire!" came a booming voice, and from around a corner charged Rick. "What the hell were you thinking, 
turning off your phone, we had no idea where you were and Silva's men were looking for-" He paused, noticing 


Jon practically hiding behind Chris. "Hello, Jon. How are you doing." 


‘lm quite fine, Mr. Wakeman, but Chris here has been-" 


"Christ, you did get attacked," he grumbled. "Did you leave a mess?" 


"Four came. One left. The rest are in the park, about a half-mile down on the main path." He had a head for 


details. 

"l'Il take care of it," Rick sighed. "And you better get Steve to come take care of that, if you don't want to go 
to a hospital." With that, he grabbed a light jacket - the nights were getting warmer - and slouched out the 
door. 

Summoned, presumably, by the shouting, Steve crept in around the edges. 

"Evening, sir. Are you all right?" 

"Need a couple stitches." Chris gestured to the makeshift bandage, the tie, now completely useless as an article 
of clothing. Steve frowned, wearing the expression of worry that Jon would come to recognize as his regular 
state of being. "Yes, sir. I'll go grab the kit. Do you want to do it in the kitchen?" 

"Fine." 

Steve scampered off and Chris turned to Jon. "Do you want to go home? | can call a cab for you." 


Home? To his dingy apartment? No, he did not want to leave Chris’ side. Did not want to be alone. 


Of course, it was only the second date, and Jon had no intention of letting his standards slacken just because 


they had almost been killed not one hour before. 


As if reading his mind, Chris offered use of the spare bedroom. "There are actually three spares. You can 


have your pick" 


"Such luxury," Jon grinned, thinking that perhaps he could become accustomed to it. "How could | resist?" 


gamble 


He had not told anyone, but Greg had staked quite a bit on Harry DeRocco, and things had gone south. Literally. 
The morgue he ended up in was on the south side of the city. 


"Thank you, Neil," he said, hanging up on his underling. DeRocco had failed to pick up his phone three times, and 
after the third machine message Greg had called up his network. They had found him. 


"Damn, damn, damn," he muttered. Then - "FUCK!" He chucked the phone across the study. 
"Greg?" came a tentative voice at the door. Carl 

"DeRocco's dead," Greg confessed, grinding the palms of his hands over his eyes. 

Carl's luminous eyes widened even further. "And that's bad?" 

"Yeah" 

"Why? | mean, sure, it's a setback, but there's got to be another patsy" 

"I'm sure there is, but that isnt the problem. The problem is cash." 

"Cash?" 


"Yeah. | owe him payment in cash in two days, and with DeRocco gone, I've got no way of getting it to him. Not 
without selling off something big, and that...” 


"No, no, you can't do that," Carl said, resting his hand on Greg's shoulder. "H's what you've been fighting for. 


You can't lose ground now." He paused. "Who do you owe money to, anyway?" 
Greg raised his head slowly. "Him." 


"Oh," Carl whispered quietly, suddenly understanding the grave importance of the situation. Greg would never 
owe anything to him, not if Carl had anything to say about it. "I've got an idea" 


Greg simply looked at him - not quite skeptically, but close to it. 
Ill win the money." 
"How?" 


"Card game." 


"Where?" 

"Casino." 

"Every casino in the city is controlled by Squire. They won't even let you in the door." 
"Then I'll leave the city." 

Greg's eyes widened. "You dont mean-" 

"The Kashmir. I'll go to Rockville." 

"Absolutely not." 


"Come on, Greg. They're not part of our town, they'll let me in. Hell, Page will probably think it's funny.’ 


"No." 

"I can do it, you know | can. | can get you the money." 

"That's not the point." 

"Then what is?" 

"You'd be alone. In a den of wolves." 

"| wouldn't be alone. Keith would come with me. You trust him, don't you? | do." 

Greg almost snarled with anger. Of course he trusted Keith to protect Carl. Keith was the only person who felt 
as strongly for Carl as he himself did, Greg was quite sure. But he did not want either of his men going to the 
seething hive of activity that was Rockville's base of criminal activity. Carl was right. Greg would never be 
allowed to gamble there. But Carl was an amusement, a trinket in their eyes. Lake's silly boy, come to fritter 
away his money, distracted by the shimmering lights. 

Well. They did not know Carl. 

Greg sighed brokenly, and pressed the house intercom system. "Keith? Come in here, please.’ 


Keith was there in a flash, but still managing to make it look effortless. "Yes, boss?" 


"You got any plans for the night?" 


He had been considering liquor and loose company, but had no solid plans. "No. Why?" 

"Got a clean suit?" 

He narrowed his eyes. "Yes. Why?" 

Greg turned to Carl. "When did you want to leave?" 

"Soon" It was already getting dark, and it was an hour's drive to Rockville. 

"You go get yourself ready. | know how you like to primp. Ill brief Keith’ 

"| don't primp," Carl muttered. "You think Im Peter Gabriel or something?" Greg swatted his ass playfully as he 
walked out, and then turned to Keith, becoming serious. He quickly outlined the problem enough for Keith to 
understand, but not enough fo answer all his questions. He knew better than to ask, though 


"So you understand?" 


"Yes." Keith did. Like a knight of old, he was bound to serve and protect, which he did gladly and to the best of 
his ability. 


‘| want you to wear the glasses. | can't be with you, but | want to be able to keep an eye on things." 
"Yes, sir." 
"Good. Now go put on a suit" 


He ended up wearing a black and white tuxedo. It was, in fact, the only clean suit he had, since his job generally 
did not involve wearing a tie. Fortunately, the Kashmir was a relatively fancy place. You dressed up for a night 
out, and so they had. Carl had forgone a jacket and tie, but did have a brilliant emerald button-down, tailored 


to perfection. 


Before they left the house, Greg had kissed Carl, tender enough to make Keith avert his eyes and swallow 
against the knot in his throat. Greg had laid a hand on his shoulder, squeezed. The ache abided. 


Keith felt like an enormous douchebag wearing sunglasses indoors at night, but he knew at least half of the 
poker players would be doing the same. And they were not ordinary sunglasses. They contained a tiny camera, 
which allowed Greg, at home on a computer, to see everything going on, and to communicate with Keith via 
earpiece. It was a one of a kind piece of technology, designed as a favor to Greg by a brilliant engineer after he 


had arranged the permanent removal of her ex-husband. 


"You look like James Bond," Carl whispered as the valet took their car away to be parked. 


Keith grunted incomprehensibly. 


The first thing Carl did upon entering the ritzy casino was order a garishly colored cocktail from the bar. Keith 
stood behind him like a slab of stone and subtly tried to catalogue the locations of the security cameras. 


"Can you hack them?" he spoke very quietly, lips barely moving, into the miniscule mile that was tucked into 


his collar. 

"I could," came Greg's voice in his ear. "but | trust your eyes more." 

"| don't see any blind spots, at least, not on the main floor." 

"There won't be. Page wouldn't leave anything to chance." 

Carl had started talking to a man with a rather magnificent mane of golden curls. Keith recognized him 
immediately. Robert Plant. Jimmy's boy. Well, for the given value of ‘boy’ - he was at least as old as Carl. His 
title did not matter much to Keith - either way you called it, he belonged to Jimmy, and this would 
undoubtedly call attention to them. He sighed. Unlikely as it was, he had hoped to keep a low profile this evening. 
"Moves quickly, doesn't he?" Greg chuckled. 

| hope he knows what he's doing," Keith grumbled. 


"Trust him," Greg said simply, and Keith did. 


Carl seemed awfully chummy with Robert. Was it because they were simply two naturally outgoing, exuberant 
men? Or had then been..acquainted, in the past? 


A surly man with broad shoulders and a beard approached, and all thoughts of Carl's past vanished as his 
body went on high alert. He straightened his spine, pulling himself up to his full height, which was not so much 
as to be intimidating, but his stance clearly warned off individuals. John Bohnham. Page's metal man. He wanted 


to avoid getting into a tussle with him, because Keith was very good in a fight, but Bonzo was better. 


The hirsute man clapped a hand on Robert's shoulder. "Mr. Page wants to see you," he said gruffly, casting a 


suspicious eye on the two outsiders. 
‘Im afraid | must go," Robert sighed. "But I'll see you later, yes?" 


"l'm sure," Carl giggled, taking another sip of the drink, which was very nearly gone. Robert swanned off, 


escorted by Bonzo, and Carl slid off the barstool, wobbling only slightly. 


Keith was at his elbow to steady him. "I'm fine," Carl hissed as he bounced over to a roulette table. People 


were noticing him, now. Tourists. Regulars. Rich men, adorned women. Carl was quite good at calling attention to 
himself while appearing to be unconscious of the effect his presence had on other people. But he knew, he had 


to know. Now the only question of his behavior was - to what end?" 


Keith knew what Carl's goal had to be - rake in enough cash for..whatever Greg needed it for. But roulette? 
Carl did not leave things to chance, and he wasn't doing to risk Greg over a rolling ball on a modified dartboard. 
What was he doing? 


What he was doing was placing a goodly bet. Enough money to prove he was not dicking around tonight, but not 
enough to break the bank, should he lose. 


"Red 43," he said, bracing his hands on the table and leaving over. This action caused his already excellently 
tailored pants to stretch tautly over his ass. Keith's eye was drawn. He could not help the lick of lust at his 
throat. Carl shifted his weight from one foot to the other, drawing attention to the perfect, perky roundness. 


"You're staring," came a deep voice in his ear, and if it had not been for years of training, Keith would have 


jumped. Instead, he froze, his stomach dropping. 


"No, no, you don't have to look away," Greg hastened to say, and Keith realized he had jerked his head away. 
Slowly, he brought his eye back to Carl, who had just lost. He turned his head over his shoulder and shrugged 
an apology, his shoulderblades sliding under the silk. 


"Beautiful, isn't he?" Greg's voice was an assured drawl. Before Keith could reply - if, indeed, he could think of 
something to say - he saw Bonzo headed towards them, and that occupied the forefront of his attention. Greg 
saw it too, through Keith's eyes, and silenced himself. 


"The boss would like to see Mr. Palmer," he said to Keith, who nodded and gestured to Carl, who looked 
surprised and perked right up. Bonzo lead them to a back table, a well-lit corner pocket that still managed to 
set itself apart from the ringing mass. At the table, Jimmy Page lounded like an emperor, raven hair spilling 
onto his shoulders and falling into his pale face. Robert was at his left shoulder, like a golden-cast statue, and 
Bonzo took up a spot on his right. Only one of the four that made up the power core in Rockville was missing. 
That raised Keith's hackles, as did the position he and Carl were in - their backs exposed to the entire casino, 
with its retinue of Page-paid security guards. Keith positioned himself behind Carl, becoming a solid wall for 


him. 


"Carl Palmer," Page said, leaning back in his chair. "| must say, this is a pleasant surprise. What brings you to 


my fair city, all on your own?" 


Carl blinked. "I'm not alone. This is Keith." He twisted around in his chair to give Keith a brief and brilliant smile. 
Then his focused lasered back to Jimmy. 


"Of course, of course. But your Mr. Lake?" Jimmy raised an eyebrow, having caught onto something he found 
interesting. "Where is he?" 


"At home, of course. Where he belongs. Wouldn't you agree, Robert?" He winked, and Robert giggled. Jimmy 


grinned. 

"So you picked my humble house of business for a night out?" Jimmy winked. 
"Yep!" Carl chirped. "I felt like a little adventure in a big city. A new city." 

"An adventure? What sort?" 

Carl shrugged. "I don't know. Do you have an idea?" 


Jimmy reached inside his jacket and Keith almost launched himself across the table at him, but stopped 


himself with no more than a heavy twitch, when the item withdrawn was only a deck of cards. 

"A game, perhaps?" suggested the crime boss of Rockville. "Texas hold-em?" 

"Not with you, I'm afraid," Carl giggled, as did Robert. "I'm a kept man, don't you know." 

"But you weren't always, or so I've heard," Page mused as he began dealing. Carl's shoulders tensed up, but 
only Keith noticed - and Greg, who was on the other end of the camera, frowned deeply and bit his lip in 
worry, but nobody heard or saw him. Direct hit. 


"Blackjack?" Jimmy suggested, as if unaware of the effect his words had. 


"Why not?" Carl took a sip of the champagne that a waiter brought silently. Jimmy started dealing. Carl 
hiccupped. 


"Are you going to bet anything?" Robert sat down and whispered loudly into his paramour's ear. "Life's no fun 


without a little risk" 

If Mr. Palmer is amenable, then certainly," Page said. "What about it? Care to take a chance?" 
"Sure," Carl agreed. "After all, it's not my money." 

Page waved a hand. Betting chips were brought. 

"Does Lake know you're here?" Jimmy's long fingers flashed over the cards. 

"He doesn't own me." Carl was petulant. He dropped a number of chips on the table. "Hit me." 


The cards began to tick upwards. 


Keith was not overly familiar with blackjack - card games in general were not of interest to him, if he had to 
bet, it was going to be on sports - but he knew that in any game, the house had the advantage, and they 
were right in the middle of Page's house. Page's city, in fact. And the only way to win, theoretically, was luck - 
and Carl left nothing to chance. 


"Hit me," Carl repeated, staring raptly at the cards, blinking as if stunned by their shimmer. Focus, too, was 
integral to winning, and Keith knew Carl well enough to see when he was focused. Despite his tipsy appearance, 


every fiber in his being was straining, focused, calculating. 


After a few minutes had passed, and the pot had gone steadily up - fed with chips from both sides - a 
hitherto-unnoticed door behind Jimmy opened up, and a distraction walked out. A man. Not too tall, not too 
wide, with sharp sharp sharp blue eyes. Keith knew him as Jonesy, but that was the extent of his knowledge. 
Greg, however, was obviously privy to a further pool of knowledge, judging from his reaction, which was to 


knock a cup of coffee off of the table. The crash reverberated in Keith's ear, and he winced. 


"Ah, Jonesy," Jimmy grinned. He looked at Carl. "Just a moment, please." He beckoned, and Jonesy bent down to 
listen to Page whisper something in his ear. 


"Keep an eye on things, a very close eye, Jonesy is Jimmy's most dangerous man." Greg sounded very, very 


worried. 


Not Bonzo? Keith wanted to ask, but he had to stay silent, not wanting to draw attention to his mic. But Greg 
must have know what he was wondering, because he answered. "Even worse than Bonham. He just smashes. 


Jonesy is smart. Very smart. And he-" Greg cut himself off. 


Keith had been watching Page and Jones, but he turned his gaze back to Carl. He was not the only one to do 
so. Jonesy's icy eyes fell on him as well, and it had an effect on Carl. The young man started to tremble. 


"Sorry, just a bit of business. Back to our game now, yes?" Jimmy smirked as he settled comfortably into his 


chair-throne. 


"Y-yes," Carl said. Clearly, something about Jonesy's presence had thrown him off, and that could not be 
allowed to happen. 


"Put your hand on his shoulder," came Greg's voice, low and fast and urgent. "He needs to be anchored." 


Keith obeyed instantly, casually placing one of his large hands on Carl's shoulder. He squeezed, letting Carl feel 
the strength present in his grip, enjoying the sensation of silk crumpling under him. He reached out with one 
finger - the motion hidden by Carl's long hair - dipped it beneath Carls collar, and let it rest on the thin silver 
chain. Carl calmed instantly. He turned around in his seat and looked Keith dead in the eye. Greg's shaky breath 


rustled in Keith's ear as Carl smiled slowly, and winked. Then he turned his attention back to the game. 


"He's quite something, isn't he?" Greg mused. "No, don't move your hand" And Keith did not. He stayed steady, 


feeling Carl's pulse underneath his fingertip. As the cards continued to climb and money continued to pile up, it 


beat faster and faster, like a hummingbird, despite Carl's outward casualness. 


Keith kept his all-seeing eye on the game as well. Hands moved with expert quickness, but there was no sign of 
cheating. Greg stayed silent - he did not see any foul play either, watching as he was through Keith's eyes. 
Carl bet and won and bet and lost and won and won as his pile of chips racked up, up, up, and the level of his 
champagne glass went down. Keith rather enjoyed Page's face growing slowly more dismayed as he realized 
that the giggling young man in front of him - his enemy's, meant to be a laughingstock - was instead making a 
joke of him, apparently with sheer dumb luck. But Carl did not leave things to chance. 


"Hit me," Carl ordered when the pot reached the amount he needed. 


"Little advice for you, Keith," Greg chuckled into the earpiece as Jimmy flipped over the final card. "Never 


underestimate Carl" 
Twenty-one. 


The numbers added up. Jimmy's pale face got even paler as he realized that he had lost. Robert found it quite 
amusing. "Oh, Pagey," he chuckled. "He did take you good, didn't he?" 


| knew tonight was my lucky night!" Carl yawned. "Oh, Keith, | suppose we'd better be getting home." 
"Yes, Mr. Palmer," Keith said, pretending to be some sort of professional. "I'm sure Mr. Lake will be waiting." 
"Mr. Lake is," Mr. Lake commented through the earpiece as Jimmy Page nodded, standing up. 


"Good game," he congratulated, shaking Carl's hand. "I enjoyed your company, pricey though it was. You should 
come by again. l'm sure you know when payday is." He grinned like a shark. "You're quite a bargain, Mr. Palmer." 
There was something nasty behind his eyes, and Keith's hackles were raised. Carl did not look too happy either, 
especially when Page continued, "Mr. Jones will see you to the cashier and escort you out. I'll ring the valet 


myself. Your car will be waiting." 


Jonesy said nothing as Carl brought his chips to be turned into the necessary cash, which was placed in a 
briefcase. Complimentary, the clerk assured them. It was fake leather. Jonesy said nothing, only watched like a 
falcon on an aerie, waiting to dive, talons out. But he never did. Keith almost wished he would. Hostility, he could 
deal with. Violence, he knew. But this sharp and neutral silence - that was unsettling. Jonesy said nothing, only 
let his eyes rest on Carl in a way that filled Keith with protective rage for Carl and righteous anger on Greg's 
behalf. But nothing untoward happened. Mr. Jones' gaze could not even be called lascivious. It was too cool for 


that. 


True to Page's word, the car was waiting for them, untouched. Keith pulled off his sunglasses as soon as the 


doors were shut. 


"Sorry, Greg. Wearing sunglasses at night makes me feel like a douchebag. And | can barely see the road with 
them on" 


"IFs all right. Good job, the both of you. I'll get off the line, then. Drive safe. I'll be waiting" The earpiece clicked 
silent, and Keith pulled it out, slipping it next to the sunglasses inside his pocket. They drove off. 


But the sunglasses were not the only camera in the car. 


Greg had installed a buttonhole camera, remotely activated, of course, above the rearview mirror, so as to 
afford a view of the entire interior of the vehicle. He had not told anyone. It was in case the car - or its 
occupants - were stolen, and so he could figure out who kept dropping bagel crumbs all over the front seat (it 
was Carl). He turned it on now, watching from his laptop in the study. Carl had been distressed earlier - and 
for good reason. He wanted to keep an eye on him, have some clue as to what his mental state would be when 
he got home. It was only when they were well out of Rockville, on the way home, that Carl crumpled into 


tears. 


The camera had no sound, but Greg knew what Carl's sobs sounded like. He could discern their pitch from the 
set of his shoulders. Please, Keith, he thought, sitting alone and helpless. Please comfort him. Keith looked over, 
startled, and immediately pulled the car over to the side of the road, killing the engine. Greg's heart was in his 
throat as he watched Keith tentatively pull Carl into his embrace. Good. Keith was strong. Carl would like that. 


More than anything, Greg wanted to be there, with the both of them, but he could only watch as Keith 
stroked Carl's hair. He could see Carl starting to calm down. He slowly began to relax, and so did Greg. Maybe it 
had just been the stress of the evening. Waltzing into the Kashmir was tough enough, but then to beat Jimmy 
Page himself at blackjack? For stakes as high as what they were playing for? Greg could not help but feel a 
surge of pride for what his boy had done. 


He watched as Carl pulled back a little. Keith looked inquisitive - like he was going to ask a question - but 
before he could speak, he was silenced. Carl grabbed the lapels of Keith's jacket, pulled him even closer, and 
kissed him. Keith's hands had been resting on Carl's shoulders, and they moved upwards to tangle in his hair. 
Greg shivered, imagining. Carl's silky locks, Keith's strong and callused hands. He knew he should have felt angry, 
or betrayed, but what he felt was..lust. He knew it had to be, but he did not want to face the knot of 
emotions in his chest, and he did not want to think about what it could mean for the future. What he wanted 
was to be in that damn car. But he could only watch, silently, through the slightly grainy visual feed, as Keith, 
after a moment, pushed Carl gently away. Greg did not know what he was saying, but he was shaking his head. 
It was hard to see his face. But why had he pushed him away? He did not know about the camera. There was 


no chance of being caught. He clearly wanted Carl - his actions in the Kashmir were proof enough of that. 


He shoved his thoughts aside as he saw that there would be no more kissing between the two men - they 
were buckling their seatbelts, and Keith pulled back onto the road, headed for home. His jaw was set firmly. 
Carl was hunched over a bit in his seat, his hair falling to block his tiny grin from Keith's face. Greg shut the 


camera off and went to make a phone call that he did not want to make with the others in the house. 


Keith pulled up outside the house awhile later, but he did not get out of the car. 
"You coming?" Carl asked, head cocked. "Greg's going to want to hear all about it." 
"No, sorry, I've got plans," Keith lied. He did not feel ready to face Greg. 


Carl pouted, but acquiesced. "Okay. Have fun" He took the briefcase and scampered up the front steps. Keith 
watched him until he was safely inside with the door closed and locked behind him. Then he drove off. 


What he ended up doing was heading straight for Bitches Crystal, downing the first drink he was offered, and 


going home with a cherub-faced young man with enormous eyes. He did not stay the night. 


Carl did not know what Keith's plans were; he had his own. Greg greeted him at the door, and Carl presented 
him with the briefcase. 


"Is this." Greg began, in awe. 
"Every cent," Carl grinned proudly. "You'll be able to make the payment on time. Did you call him?" 


"Yeah," Greg admitted. "He sounded quite a bit surprised, as you can imagine. Thought he'd trapped me. He 


shouldn't have underestimated you.” 


"Go put it in the safe," Carl said, with a gleam in his eye that implied everyone's best interests would be 
served by putting it away very quickly. 


Greg entered the study and unlocked the safe, taking out all the cash, bundle by bundle, automatically 
calculating it. It was all there. Page had not cheated them, and Carl had not cheated Page. 


He left the study and went upstairs. Carl stood at the bedroom doorway wearing nothing but the smooth 
silver chain around his neck. Greg strode towards him with purpose, wrapping his arms around him. 


"You," he said, "are brilliant" 


They kissed. Greg fancied he was chasing a taste of Keith, and the thought was thrilling to him. Carl took a 
step backwards, dragging Greg with him. 


"You," Greg continued, slightly breathless, "are utterly wonderful." 
They kissed again, and again 


"You," Greg mumbled against Carl's lips as he wrested himself out of his own clothes. "are truly and totally 


amazing." 


"Just a party trick, nothing to it," Carl gasped with a smile, but he knew Greg was not just referring to his 


card-counting. His lover chuckled and tossed him backwards onto the great big bed, crawling on top of him. 


"You are also hot as hell," Greg whispered into his ear. Carl shivered. "Bending over that roulette table. Playing 
Page like a violin Oh, God, do you know what it did to me, sitting alone, just watching?" 


He was not just thinking about Carl in the casino. He was thinking about Keith and Carl kissing. It had been 
intriguing earlier, but here and now, with Carl naked and squirming beneath him, the idea blazed through his 
thoughts. Keith kissing Carl, touching, caressing, fucking, those rough hands - 

What would those rough hands feel like on his own body? 


The thought came to him unbidden as a lightning bolt, and he bit down on Carl's shoulder enough to make him 
squeak. Greg smirked and shoved - or attempted to shove - all thoughts of Keith out of his mind. 


"Touch me, touch me, fuck me, please," Carl gasped, arching his hips up to grind his hard cock against Greg's. 


"Eager, aren't we?" Greg commented as nonchalantly as he could while reaching into the nightstand for lube. 


There was plenty. 
"Don't lie, you know you want me," Carl joked, as if, Greg thought, there was ever even a remote chance that 
someone would not want him. "| bet you were sitting in the study watching me flirting with Page and jacking - 


ahl" He cried out as Greg, having liberally slicked up his fingers, slid one into him. 


‘I'm sorry, what was that?" Greg asked as Carl shifted underneath him. "Did you imply that | was jacking off 


while you and Keith were off risking all of my money?" 


It wasn't a risk," Carl breathed as Greg slipped a second finger next to the first. "| knew | could d-d-do it. Win. 
It's not hard, keeping track of all the cards." 


"Maybe for you, smartypants." 
"Smartypants?" Carl laughed. "I can't believe you just called me that - ah!" 


Greg slid down the bed and ran his tongue up Carl's shaft, teasing him. He looked up, locking eyes with Carl, 
who whimpered as he felt the fingers twist in him. 


"More, please," he whispered. 
"Since you asked." Greg slid his mouth over Carl's cock. The smaller man gasped and curled his hands into the 


sheets as Greg sucked him, the pleasure distracting him from the slight stretch of the third finger. Most 
people, when they thought of GregLake, the up-and-comer at the top of the city's drug trade, did not think of 


a man who had a particular talent or predilection for sucking dick, but oh, he did. Carl thought he might never 
get enough of those round cheeks hollowing out, of that talented tongue swirling around the tip. But tonight he 


wanted more than Greg's mouth. 
"Please," he gasped. "Please fuck me." 


Greg must have felt the stresses of the night as much as Carl had, because where he might have, at other 
times, teased Carl further, he responded quickly, drawing himself up onto his knees and pulling Carl into his lap. 


"You good?" he asked, positioning himself. 


"Yeah, yeah, come on, do it," Carl whispered fiercely, and Greg slid into him. Carl moaned deeply, a sustained and 
drawn-out sound. Greg's arms wrapped around him, pulling him closer, fingers trailing over the sharp 
shoulderblades. Not so sharp as they had once been. He tried setting a slow rhythm, but Carl knew what he 
wanted, and he wanted it now. He rode Greg like a champion thoroughbred, demanding to be fucked harder, 
faster, deeper, and Greg obeyed. They kissed, sparks flying over their skin. Their tongues slid sensuously 
together, as did their bodies. Greg caught Carl's lower lip between his teeth and gently tugged. Carl responded 
by digging his blunt fingernails into Greg's side, the shock of sensation causing Greg to snap his hips up with 


extra sharpness. 
"Oh!" Carl cried, their bodies continuing to shift together, with ever-increasing urgency. 


Greg imagined, only for a moment, what it would be like if Keith were behind Carl - kissing down his back, 
maybe, or the side of his throat, running his hands over Carl's chest, locking eyes with Greg, touching him - 


would he moan deeply? Or growl? 


"Beautiful," Greg whispered to the bright eyes in front of him, feeling the tension build in his lover's body. He 
could feel himself getting close to the edge as well. "Come on, babe. Come for me. Let me see you let go. Show 


me- 


Carl cut him off with a kiss, wrapping his arms around Greg's neck. When he orgasmed, shortly thereafter, his 
cry of ecstasy was muffled by Greg's own. Carl writhed and whimpered until he and Greg had ridden out the 
waves in full, the tension of the night finally draining from them. 


Greg gently lowered Carl down to the bed, pulling out of him carefully. Carl moved as if to get up, but Greg 
stopped him. "Shh, no, I'll take care of it" He got a damp cloth from the bathroom and cleaned them both up 
before bringing Carl a glass of water and crawling into bed, wrapping his arms around his lover. He thought, 
while drifting off to sleep, of a topic he had joked about before - how many people it was possible to fit onto 
the great big bed. 


Carl, for his part, was smiling to himself. A successful night, overall. And Greg had seen all of it, he knew. All 
of it. He was well aware of Greg's little spy-cam in the car. Greg did not know that, of course. He probably 
thought he had been lucky, for Carl to kiss Keith right where he could see it. 


But Carl left nothing to chance. 


snap 


When Chris had left his meeting with Tony, he had no plan but to get home and talk to Jon. Just talk. He did 
not know what Tony was going to do about Peter, but he suspected it would not be forgiveness. Chris was not 
Don Banks, though. Maybe he could forgive, if they just talked it out, like they used to. They had not, in the 


past months, and that was his own fault, Chris knew. 


Jon would be in the house. Chris tried to think of who else might be there. Steve was out on a job - following 
a mark, gathering information. Bill was gone too, out walking that collection beat that Rick used to do. He was 
not as tall or as broad-shouldered as Rick, but Bill did have a certain brawniness that was almost as 
intimidating as the Wake Man. That left..Patrick, perhaps. Chris knew he was dropping off a package. He got out 


his cell phone and dialed the number. 
"Good afternoon, Mr. Squire," Patrick greeted politely. 
"Where are you right now?" Chris asked. 


"At the house, sir, just dropping off the package. l'm at the back, specifically." There was a pause, and Chris 
heard footsteps hustle by in the background. "Ah. Mr. Anderson just left. Shall | lock up and set the alarm?" 


"He's left?" Chris blurted out. 
"Yes, sir, just walked by me-" 


"Stop him." Even as the words left his mouth, he knew it was probably silly - maybe Jon had just left to run 
down to the store - maybe = 


"Mr. Anderson!" he could hear Patrick say. "Stop!" 


There was a crash and static in his ear as the phone was dropped, and the last thing Chris heard was two 
sets of footsteps sprinting away. Panic washed over Chris. Jon was running. He was leaving, he did not want to 


be caught, to return He had left Chris, just like everyone else had left him. 


His instinct was to run, to chase after him as fast as his long legs would take him, but that was useless, he 
knew. He was miles away. Instead, he reined in the storm of emotions and hailed a cab, the occupant clearly 
quaking in his boots when he saw who his passenger was. Probably worked for him, though. Take any amoeba 
on the street and go up the food chain enough, eventually you would come to one of three men. Everyone 


knew that. Very, very few knew about the fourth man. 


Chris put all thoughts of the Crimson Kingpin out of his mind. That was a worry and a phone call for later. 
Now, there was only Jon. The cabbie drove very quickly and very smoothly, but each second felt like an 
eternity to him. When at last they pulled up to the house, Chris got out without a word, handing the driver a 


hundred dollar bill. He stammered a thank-you, but Chris did not hear it. He stalked to the house, where 
Patrick was in the front hall, disheveled and on the phone. 


"Sir, l'm sorry, | chased him for half a mile, but he got away-" Patrick's explanation was cut off by Chris’ fist. 
"Get out. Don't let me see you until you've redeemed yourself. You can start by calling Roger and putting the 
word out that there's a price on Peter Gabriel's head. Not much. But enough. He'll know. Now go," Chris ordered 
tersely, and Patrick scampered off, happy to escape Squire's wrath with nothing more than a bruised jaw. 

He had to find Jon He had to find Jon before someone else did. He was so small, and the city was so big. He 
needed protection, and there was nobody who could give it to him. He wished, as he always did, that Rick was 
still there. Rick always knew what to do, was always calm, had constant plans. Now, all he could do was start 


calling up his contacts, putting out the message that Jon had to be returned. 


Bill got home not too much later, accompanied by Steve. Chris was in his office. They took one look at their 
boss' face and could discern what had happened, but Bill had to poke at a fresh wound. 


"Jon's gone?" he asked, tone ready to argue. 

"Yes," Chris answered shortly. "He left of his own free will, and we're going to make sure he stays that way’ 
'His own free will?" Bill scoffed. 

"Bill" Steve warned quietly, but nobody paid any attention to him. 


‘Im just surprised its taken you this long to drive him off. We all knew you would eventually-" Bill's voice 
started getting louder, and Chris' eyes started narrowing. 


"Bill," Steve warned again. 
"-make him leave, like you drove off Rick!" 


Chris did not yell back, but he snarled and launched himself over his desk and halfway across the room and 
tackled Bill to the floor. Bill saw it coming - it was hard not to see a six-foot-plus man flying at you - and he 
braced himself, arms up, grappling with Chris. A pile of books were knocked off the table. 


They did not have enough time to do damage to one another, because Steve immediately dove between them 


and yanked them apart with more strength than either one of them thought he possessed. 


"Bill! Chris!" He shouted, and both men stopped, because neither man could remember hearing Steve raise his 
voice, or using Chris’ first name. "This is no time to be fighting. We've lost Rick, we've lost Jon, and if we don't 
keep it together, we'll lose everything. Banks will sweep in and rip the rug out from underneath us." He paused, 
blinking as if he was surprised at himself. "Um. Okay?" 


Chris nodded, standing. "Yes. Of course. I'm sorry for letting my temper get the better of me." 
Bill glared, clearly not sorry, but he apologized anyway, and they shook hands. 


"Now," Chris said, seizing back the reins. "| want you to call up each of your contacts. If they have so much as 


a whiff of where Jon is, | want to know." 
"Yes, sir," Steve said, inwardly cringing. All contacts. That meant he had to call Hackett - the second time in a 
week he had telephoned his former colleague, and each time, he thought, it got a little more risky. But if it 


meant finding Jon, he would do it. 


Bill, on the other hand, went to call his boss. 


docks 


Phil woke up early, although he was not quite sure why, at first. He was in his apartment, he knew - the 
lumpy mattress attested to that. He had a space at Tony's, but he did not like sleeping there much, unless he 
had to. It was tempting, sometimes, especially when the hot water heater was on the fritz, as it often was, 
but he liked the illusion of privacy and freedom that his crummy little flat gave him. 

Ah - his phone was ringing. Crime never sleeps. 

He checked the screen before answering groggily. "Hello, boss." 

"Morning, Phil. Catch you at a bad time?" 

"Uh - no." He stifled a yawn 


"Good. | want you and Steve to hustle down to the docks. We've got a delivery on the early boat, and | want 


you two to oversee it." 


“Sure, sure." He hopped out of bed and started tugging on some pants with one hand, jumping from foot to 
foot. "Uh - its not them bird eggs again, is it?" 


"No. But it is a delicate cargo. Please make sure it's-" 

"We'll take care of it, sir." Phil hung up the phone and stumbled, sockless, across the cracked tile floor of the 
kitchen in search of a pot of coffee that had been brewing for the better part of two days. Hoo-ee, that had 
a kick to it. 


It was cold, down on the docks in the early morning, so Phil grabbed a thick jacket and pulled a knit cap down 


over his ears to guard against the chill. 


"How the blood hell'd you end up with such a nice place?" he grumbled after picking up Steve. "I know Banks 
pays you as much as he pays me. Which is to say, not goddamn enough." 


"Previous investments," Steve informed him. 
Phil muttered grumpily. 
"Drink your coffee," Steve told him. 


The boat had already docked by the time they arrived, and a small group of large men was standing around, 


waiting for orders. 


"Oil" Phil greeted in his usual way. "Who's in charge of you lot?" 


A particularly large, craggy man, the sort with a close-fitting cap and perpetual five-o-clock shadow, stepped 
forward. "Name's Brady." 


"Brady. Hi. Where's the cargo?" 

"Still on board 

"Why the hell is it there?" 

"Well, Id hoped you could explain that. The truck hasn't shown up yet" 


Phil swore. Steve looked mildly concerned. The longer they hung around, the more opportunity for some form 
of disaster to strike. Besides, Banks was quite set on timeliness. 


"Steve. Call the driver. We gotta get him over here." 


Steve took out his cell and dialed, casually walking away from the dockworkers as he waited for it to ring. Phil 
trailed behind him, away from the cigarette smoke that had sprung up behind him. 


"This is Hackett," Steve said. "You were supposed to arrive twenty minutes ago." A pause. "What do you mean, 
you've been waiting?" Another pause. "What the hell are you doing there? We're at Dock Six. Hurry it up." He 
slid the phone back into his pocket. "Went to the wrong fuckin’ place. Idiot" 

"We'll just say there was traffic," Phil said 

Steve huffed and flicked his eyes over the surroundings - buildings, barrels, boats. Everything vaguely grey, 
but too hardworking to be dreary. Something stood out. A mop of bright golden curls, moving briskly across 
alleyways. 

Steve tapped Phil's arm and pointed the sight out. 


"That Bruford?" 


"What, Bill? Who works for Squire?" Phil squinted and nodded. "Yep. That's him. What's he doing here? This isn't 
his territory." 


Steve frowned. "I don't know. Is he doing anything?" 
"Walking away? Oh, and he's got a cup of coffee." 


"Maybe we should-" Steve stopped, hearing the familiar beeping of a truck backing up slowly. "Never mind. 


Let's load the cargo as fast as we can. We can tell Mike later." 
"Right." 


They walked back and Phil started instructing the workers on loading the large boxes from the boat and into 


the truck. Steve accosted the driver, who looked confused, and more than a little worried. 
"Look, I'm sorry, | got a phone call, said to be at Dock Two-" 
"And you just obeyed a random phone call without checking first?" 


"Look, he gave the watchword. | just drive, okay? If you guys fucked up your communication, its not my 


fault-" 

"No," Steve said quietly, his blue eyes like ice. "No, it's not your fault. What watchword did he give you?" The 
driver - who was named Rick - told him. It was the correct code, known only by a very select few, none of 
whom would have had cause to tell a transport van to change its location. 

"Okay. Someone will be in touch with you. We will investigate, and if you are found innocent, you have nothing to 
worry about” Steve smiled. It was not soothing. "Now leave." Rick left. He only drove the van around, he did not 
get to deliver the goods to their final location. 

Steve walked to the back of the truck, where the last few boxes were being efficiently stocked. 

"Problem?" Phil asked. 

"Tell you on the way," Steve replied They shut the truck and climbed into the front seat, Phil driving. 

"Dryou know what it is?" 

"No. | guess we'll find out when we get there." 

"Where are we going?" 

"The Fountain" 

Well, that narrowed down what the cargo could be. 

Steve explained what the driver had told him. "Damn," Phil replied. "Banks won't be happy." 


"You think it was a mix-up?" 


"Doubt it 


Steve mused on the only unusual thing to have happened on the relatively mundane delivery dock run. The 


clear, inexplicable presence of Bill Bruford 
"Oh, god damn," Phil sighed, glancing in the rearview mirror. Flashing blue lights. 
"Go on, pull over,” Steve encouraged. 


Phil was not particularly worried about the cops, but it was yet another delay that they did not need. He pulled 


the truck over and leaned out the window. "Good morning, officer. What seems to be the problem?" 


“Taillight's out," the law-abiding man said, uniform biting into his fleshy neck. Phil groaned inwardly again. If that 
idiot had busted a light as well as letting himself get delayed - 


"Whatcha carrying in the back?" 

Lobster," Phil answered casually, quite accustomed to this song and dance. 

"Got a license for that cargo?" 

Phil nodded at Steve, who reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out a crisp bind of cash 
passing it to the officer without a word. The man flicked through it lazily and nodded at Phil and Steve. "You 
boys have a nice day, then" 

"We'd better change the license plate on this transport,” Steve said after they had driven away. 

"Banks is not gonna be happy about the bribe," Phil sighed. 

"Nah, he knows its business. Built the cash into the proceedings and all.” 

‘Maybe we should call Mike first. If he explains it to Banks, he'll go easy on us." 

"No," Phil said, having worked for Banks longer than Steve had. "Not today." 


Steve did not press the subject. 


They arrived at the back entrance of The Fountain without any more trouble - not even an abundance of 


stoplights, for which Steve was personally quite grateful. To their surprise, Tony was there himself. 
"What kept you?" was the first thing he said. 


Together, the two men gave as concise an explanation as possible. Tony listened silently, nodding occasionally. He 


looked grave. "All right," Tony finally said. "I'll investigate. For now, lets unload these crates. Open it up." 


Steve unlocked the back of the truck and Tony lifted the cover off of one of the wooden cases. Cradled in 


straw, carefully packed, were green glass bottles. Tony opened one and sniffed. He allowed himself a small smile. 
"Hell is that?" Phil asked. 


"It is a drink," Tony replied, “that is banned in this country, and as such is quite valuable to the set who wishes 
to indulge. Here, sniff it." 


Phil did. He preferred a nice lager. 


"And," Tony said, opening another case, "Cigars. Cuban" He took out and sniffed it as well, making sure it was 
the promised quality. It was. "All right. You two get this into the storage room. I'll be here, calling some buyers. 
See me in my office afterwards." Steve and Phil nodded, working slowly, one case at a time. Banks would have 
their hides if they broke even a single bottle. Patrons of The Fountain could buy it by the glass, or by the 
bottle, or even - for the extremely affluent customer - by the case, for private at-home consumption. Same 
for the cigars. Certain back rooms of The Fountain smelled permanently of rich smoke. 


Tony watched his two employees for a moment, making sure they knew what they were ding. They did. With 
that, he went into his office, shut the door, and sat at his desk. It was many minutes before he picked up his 
phone. 


grave 


Kate never turned her phone off anymore. To do so could mean the loss of a paycheck - or a life. She had 
been awakened at all hours of the day and night, so when her phone rang after she had showered and had 
breakfast, she damn near had a heart attack from the convenience. 


"Hello, Ms. Bush. This is Banks." 


She could tell from his voice and his leisurely greeting that this was not an emergency - or at least, not a 
life-threatening one. "Good morning, Mr. Banks." 


"I have a favor to ask of you. There will be no penalty for refusal, and if you accept, | will pay you for your 
time." 


Kate was very curious. "And what might that favor be?" 


She could hear Tony take a breath. "Mr. Rutherford is making a visit today. | would like him to be 


accompanied." 

Kate frowned. "Like a lookout?" 

"No. This is a personal visit. No greater risk than being seen in a semi-public area with Mr. Rutherford." 

"Oh. Well. In that case, sure." She liked Mike just fine, and having Tony owe her a favor could be a good thing, 
"Good. Can you be at the house in one hour?" 

"Yes." 

"Wear something warm. And.." There was a pause. "Nice. Something nice." 


"O-kay." She had just bought a very nice wool dress, as a matter of fact, and had not yet had a chance to 


wear it. Well, here was a chance. "I'll see you in an hour, then" 
‘| will not be there. but Mike knows to expect you." 


He hung up, and Kate was left confused. Perhaps Mike had an elderly relative to go visit. That was about the 
only thing she could think of. 


When she arrived at the house, carefully parking her car, Mike was waiting in the front hall, wearing a dark 
suit and a long black overcoat. It was worrying, how somber he looked. She was unaccustomed to Mike looking 


like this. Instead of his usual cheerful greeting - or a greeting at all - he gestured to the door. "We'll take my 


car." She understood that she was to follow him and ask no questions, and she did, waiting to see where he 
could bring her. 


The silent drive ended at the cemetery. They parked on the street and walked through the paths, well-groomed 
gravel crunching beneath their feet. It was a clear, cold day, the kind that ought to have been cheerful, but 
wasn't. There was no wind. Kate walked behind Mike until they stopped at a quiet site, deep in the cemetery, 
away from the roads and underneath the sun She looked down at the gravestone, which was clean and simple 
and very well-kept, with two dates and one name. 


Anthony Phillips. 


| know Tony made you come," Mike said, voice deep and rough. Suddenly, Kate realized what Tony meant when 
he said | would like him to be accompanied. What he was trying to say was | don't want him to be alone. 


"Usually Peter goes with me, but. Well. That won't be happening. And Tony's busy, of course." 


Tony had the entire north side of the city under his control; Tony could take an hour off if he wanted to. But 
nobody asked Kate her opinion 


"Did Peter ever tell you about Ant?" 


"Not much. He went to school with you guys, right?" Peter had not told her much beyond a few oblique 
references. Phil, though, had told her all he knew, about how Tony and Ant and Mike had come to the city to 


carve a place for themselves. Mike and Ant had been close friends. Very close, according to rumor. 


"Yes. You'd have liked him, | think He was quiet. Sensitive. A bit like Tony, but without the armor." Kate nodded, 
glancing at the ache in his eyes. She saw it there too often. It was not Kate that he wanted standing by his 
side. But it was better than being alone. "He was smart, you know. Top grades in school. Not like me. Really, if it 
hadn't been for him, I'd have flunked out of school six times over. He tutored me. Dragged me through 
mathematics by the skin of my teeth. He and Tony were always getting me out of trouble. Which | was in, 
quite a lot. | had myself a bit of a reputation" 


"I can't imagine such a thing," Kate commented with a carefully crafted tone. She was rewarded with a brief 
smile. Sunshine. 


He gestured at the granite marker. "He and Tony had the same first name, you know. Anthony. They had to 
split it between them." 


"Ant and Tony," Kate said quietly, and watched Mike shiver just a little bit. She pretended it was from the chill 


"He was.." A pause, a breath. "Ant was a numbers guy. When the three of us opened shop in the city, he was 
a very important part of Tony's rise. And when you want to stop something from rising, you destroy its base." 
Mike's jaw clicked shut and opened again. His eyes were steely. "Well, Ant and | were Tony's base." 


Kate understood now. Everything Phil told her made sense. Three young men and one of them had been judged 
the weak link by outside competition. Ant Phillips had been murdered in an attempt to stop Tony Banks from 
gaining power. Clearly, that had not worked. Kate looked at the dates on the gravestone again They weren't 


very far apart. 

Mike reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a flask. He took a swig before passing it to Kate. She sniffed 
it. Brandy. It was early for drinking, but it was also freezing cold out, and she gulped an eager mouthful, feeling 
the warmth spread through her veins. She handed it back to Mike, who poured it onto the ground, much to 
Kate's surprise. 

"Not one for flowers, are you?" 

"Nah," Mike said. "He doesn't deserve them, anyway. Bastard left me to take care of Tony by myself." 

"Well, you're doing a damn good job of it." 

He looked at her then, really looked. "Thank you." He did not smile. 

They stood quietly for another few minutes, paying their respects. Mike was deep in thought. Kate was looking 
at the gravestone again. The final date was the current date, although some years past. At last, by the time 


her toes were numb, and the tip of Mike's noise was cherry-red, he gestured to her, and they left. 


Kate had already decided - the moment she saw the name on the granite, really - that if Tony tried to pay 


her, she would not take it. She had seen plenty of Mike's scars before. Now, she had seen another one. 


long past/so close 


Carl hadn't been sleeping well, since the night at the Kashmir. Neither had Greg because whenever Carl woke 
up shaking, he did too, and he always stayed up, holding Carl, soothing him, refusing to fall asleep first and 


leave him awake and alone. 


Finally, after days of Carl jumping at shadows and falling asleep on the couch at all hours of the day, Keith 
knocked on Greg's study. 


I'm worried about Carl," he said, and Greg sat back in his chair. He knew eventually Keith would say something, 


because he cared quite a bit about Carl. "He hasn't been the same since the casino." 
Greg nodded, trying to make it clear that he was doing his best to care for Carl. 


"I think Jonesy had something to do with it" A-ha Greg knew - had always known - that Keith was more than 


just dumb muscle, much more, but he did like seeing his observational skills in action 
"| think so too." 
"Has Carl met Jonesy before?" Keith sounded hesitant. "I only ask because he was acting..odd” 


This would have to be explained eventually, Greg knew, and now was as good a time as any. "Keith. You've heard 


people talk about Carl, haven't you? You know what they say?" 


The very tips of Keith's ears turned pink, but the rest of him remained composed. "Yes. But | make it a general 
rule not to listen" 


"Next time, you should. Some of it's true." Greg took a deep breath and thought back to the night he first met 
Carl. 


It had been his second motel that week. He'd finally left Robert, left the whole operation, but he still couldn't 
seem to find his feet, couldn't find a spot to situate himself, to make his name, or at least enough to make a 
proper rent payment. He lay back on the bed, arms beneath his head, trying to run through his current 
options, but it was damn hard, because someone in the next room was shouting, and the walls in this joint 


were paper-thin. 


He couldn't help but listen to the argument. A deep, angry voice, spewing profanities and yelling something 
about money - and wasn't that always the problem? It was the second voice that made Greg sit up. Higher 
pitched, softer - he couldn't make out words - and scared. But he was willing to ignore it, willing to keep to 
himself, until he heard the unmistakable sound of fist hitting flesh. That did it for Greg. He got out of bed, 
tucked his Beretta into his waistband, and walked out of his room and to the next door. He tried the handle, like 
a civilized person, only to find it locked. He kicked it down. 


The shock of his entry caused the two people in the room to stare at him in silence for one short moment. 
Greg took a look around. It was a carbon-copy of his room, although the lamp was overturned and the bed was 


a mess. 


"Who the fuck are you?" yelled the standing man - the one with the deep, angry voice. Another figure was 


crouched in a corner "Get the fuck out!" 


| was trying to sleep," Greg said evenly, "but you were too loud." He knew this guy's type. A step above petty 
criminal, no real power but enough cash to buy a couple hours of fun before he went back to his tacky house 


and chain-smoking wife. 
"Well, you can just leave, because | was in the middle of teaching this little bitch a-" 


The situation was becoming quite clear, now. "No," Greg told him. "You will be the one who leaves. And you 


won't be coming back." 


"Who the fuck do you think you are?" The guy pulled a switchblade out of his pocket and flicked it open. The 
person in the corner - Greg assumed that would be the ‘little bitch’ in question - gasped. Quite frankly, Greg 
thought, starting at the asshole, he was surprised he had been able to fit a knife in his pocket, fleshy as he 
was off ill-gotten gains. Oily, too. 


Giving zero fucks for the nub of steel being waved at him, Greg pulled out his gun and cocked it. "Get out," he 


said again and at least the creep knew when he was beat, because he put the knife away. 


"You want him? Fuckin’ fine with me," he muttered, grabbing his coat and leaving as fast as he could. When 
Greg heard the car pull out of the parking lot, he slid the safety back on and tucked the pistol away, 


approaching the boy in the corner, who stood up, supporting himself on the wall. 


"Sorry about that," Greg said. "You, uh. You ok?" the young man nodded. Greg took a good, hard look at him. It 
was his eyes that Greg was drawn to first - they were big, too big, and they glittered in his sunken face like 
rhinestones in a gutter. He was shaking slightly. 


Aw, hell, Greg groaned to himself. Another fucking junkie. It was the middle of the night, and unless he missed 
his guess, the kid was supposed to be here until morning. "Do you want to, uh, come back to my room?" Greg 


asked, gesturing at the door, which was hanging off its hinges and creaking whenever a breeze blew by. "Gonna 


be a bit chilly here." 
The boy's eyes narrowed and focused. Fear was replaced with suspicion. "You paying?" 
"What? No! I'm not interested in your services, thank you. | meant you could sleep on the floor." He thought 


about the extremely sketchy carpet and the boy's lack of any cushioning on his body. "Or | could sleep on the 
floor. If that'd make you feel better.” 


"No thanks." 


Greg was at a loss, and still tired. But he felt bad, leaving the kid here. Well, he really didn't know how old he 
was. He might have guessed twenty. "You want to go to the diner? You look like you could use a couple of 


cheeseburgers." 


"No, I'll just call my - my boss," he said. "He'll come get me." He gestured to the room's cheap phone, bolted to 


the wall. 


"Well..all right" Greg could see his presence was unwanted. "If you need me, l'm in the room next door." He 


turned to leave. 

"Um?" came the quiet voice. Greg looked back. "Thanks for getting rid of him." 

"No problem," Greg shrugged, and went back to his own bed. He should get sleep, he knew, had to get out real 
early, before the owner came around and saw the damage on the next door. Third motel in a week, it looked 
like. He sighed, rolled over. But sleep refused to come. 

The next day, he had a weaponry deal that went down and finally, something had gone halfway right for him. 
He'd dropped off the package and received payment, but the guy had been late and now he was stuck alone in 
an unfamiliar neighborhood with a wallet full of cash. And it was getting dark. 


"Hey, buddy," came a voice from behind him, and Greg didn't want to stop, or talk, or buy anything, but he 


turned around. The man was wearing a suit not dissimilar to his own. "Whatcha looking for?" 


"Excuse me?" There were shadowy people, of all shapes and sizes, oozing out of the walls of the neighborhood. 


It was a commercial strip. 


"Girls, boys..everybody comes here looking for something." He stepped closer to Greg, squinting suspiciously. 


"You are looking for something, aren't you? | ain't seen you around here before." 


"He's with mel" came a high, clear voice from around a corner, cutting Greg off before he could answer. The 


boy from the hotel appeared, panting slightly, as if he'd been running. "He's with me, Joe." 

Joe glared at the two of them. "Yeah, all right. But we're gonna have a talk later, Carl, you and me." 

"Fine, Joe, fine," the boy - Carl - sighed nonchalantly and wrapped his arm around Greg's. Confused, but quick 
to catch on, Greg walked with him. When they were several feet away, the boy stopped and whispered 


something in Greg's ear. 


"Laugh, put your arm around my shoulders, keep walking, and don't look back. Or else we're both dead." 


Greg obeyed, chuckling mindlessly and wrapping an arm around his shoulders. God, this guy was skinny. He could 


feel the bones. 

"Carl? Is that your real name?" 

"Yeah." He looked vaguely offended at the notion that he would use a fake name. 

"Fine. Carl. For fuck's sake, let me buy you dinner. l'm hungry, and you feel like a fucking coathanger." 

"Well, | don't need to eat very much." 

"Yeah, but | do. You want burgers? | know a nice place. Several blocks away." 

Carl sighed. "If you're not paying me to fuck, | guess you can buy me dinner." Quick as a wink, Greg had them 
situated at a corner table in his favorite diner, and despite his earlier protests, when the waitress delivered 
their burgers, Carl wolfed down half of his in two bites. 

"Thanks for pretending to know me back there," Greg said. "I hope you don't get in trouble for it." 

"Oh, | will. But its better than what will happen if Joe finds out what you did last night 


‘I'd apologize, but l'm not sorry." 


"You shouldn't be. That guy was an asshole." Carl took another bite. "What were you doing in this part of town 


anyway?" 
"Business meeting," Greg said cryptically. 
"Who with?" 


Greg told him. Carl shook his head. "No, no. Not him, he'll short-change you. Done it to me twice. Here, you got 


a pen?" 

Greg dug around in his pocket and produced a stub of pencil. Carl scribbled a name and number down on a 
napkin. "Try this guy. Any if you said you talked to the other guy first, he'll give you a better deal. But, uh, 
don't let on that it was me who said that. I'm not supposed to know things." He grinned, and Greg was 
fascinated. 

"Why are you doing this?" he asked. 


Carl shrugged. "Because you cared. Last night. You cared about what happened to me. Most people don't 


Greg leaned forward and lowered his voice. "Do you want me to kill somebody? Because | can get that done. No 


problem." 


Carl laughed. Greg decided that he liked that laugh, and, in the future, would do everything in his power to hear 
it again. "No," he said. "No, you don't have to kill anyone for me. But we could go out for dinner sometime." He 


stole one of Greg's French fries. 


"And the rest is history," Greg told Keith. That was true, although there was an awful to of history packed 
into the time after they had met and before Keith had come into their lives. Keith sat quietly, listening to 
Greg's story. 


"So Carl was a-" 
"Yes." 
"And you saved him?" 


"Yes. And he saved me." How, Keith wondered, and Greg picked up on his confusion He grinned. "By giving me 
something to fight for." 


That, Keith could understand. Particularly where Carl was concerned. Keith fought for him too - in a different 
way, perhaps, but no less ferociously. They had a silent, mutual understanding, the two of them, with Carl in 
the middle. Carl - and something else. 


"So - Jonesy," Keith said. 
"Yeah. He was one of Carl's - customers, back then. | think it was before Page really hit the big time." 


Now Keith understood Carl's behavior at the Kashmir. God, and he'd still kept it together enough to cardshark 


Page out of a briefcase full of cash. "ls there anything we can do for him?" 


Greg smiled to himself at the instantaneous and unthinking use of the word ‘we: But he kept his smile tucked 
away. "No, unfortunately. He just needs a little time to get past it. He doesn't like to talk about it, so don't ask, 
but..don't let him be alone for too long. If I'm not here." 


Keith nodded. He thought Greg might say something, but his phone buzzed at that moment. "Shit," Keith said. 
"I've got to go." He looked up, and Greg nodded. His eyes followed Keith as his walked out the door, shoving his 
phone into the back pocket of his - tight - jeans. Greg leaned back in his chair arms behind his head. It was 
odd, sometimes, to see Keith in the darkness, because when Greg first clapped eyes on him, he had been 
squinting into the sunlight. 


The day had been hot, and Greg had, a few weeks before, won a contract on a new building downtown. He had 
stopped by the site to take a look and to ask the foreman a few questions. It was lunchtime, and the workers 


were lounging around on benches, chowing down on enormous sandwiches. They did hard, hungry work. Some 


smoked. 

From under a nearby shrub crawled a stray cat, lured by the food. It wasn't a cute kitten, the sort that was 
tiny enough to elicit sympathy. This was a fully-grown tom, big and mean and mangy. Half an ear was missing 
and it had a crooked tail. He prowled around the feet of the workers, looking for scraps. Nobody paid him any 
attention, except for one man. 

Greg watched as one of the guys - shorter than the others, but with enough compacted muscle to make up 
for it - glanced down at the scavenger. He took the slices of ham out of his sandwich, picked off the onions, 
and dropped them down to the cat, who snapped it up before glaring at the guy suspiciously, hissing, and 
running off. The man continued to casually eat his now-meatless sandwich. 

"Who's that guy?" Greg asked the foreman, 

He looked up. "Uh..Keith. Keith Emerson" 

"Call him over. | want to talk to him." Greg had been looking for a second for awhile now, someone with a lot of 
muscle but the brains to only use them when necessary. The supervisor walked over and tapped Keith on the 
shoulder, pointing to Greg. He nodded, stood, and strolled over to Greg. 

"You wanted me?" 

"How long have you been working in construction?" 

"About..six months," Keith replied 

"And where were you before that?" 

"Prison" There was no hesitation in his answer, no hint of a lie. Greg liked that. You couldn't buy honesty. 
"What for?" 

"Aggravated assault." 

"Why?" 

Keith cocked a half-grin. "I didn't like his attitude." 

Greg couldn't help but smile back. "How would you like a more freelance employment opportunity?" 


"I imagine I'd like that quite a bit," Keith replied. 


Greg scribbled down an address on the back of a dented business card. "Meet me here at eight tonight. | have 


to run you by my partner before | hire you." Keith assumed he meant business partner; that wasn't quite 


true. 


Greg had found that Carl's gut instinct - finely honed at great expense - was consistently trustworthy, but 
even he was surprised at what happened when Keith walked into the bar. "That's him." Greg had pointed to 
Keith, who had just strode in the door and had yet to notice the two of them, sitting in their corner. 


Carl looked at him. "Yes." 
"Yes?" 
"Yes, he's the one you're looking for.” 


Greg laughed. "Well, let's at least buy him a drink first before we tell him." They waved Keith over, and that - 
as they say - was that. 


A knock on the doorframe yanked Greg back to the present. 
"How long have you been sitting here?" 


He looked up at Carl, and smiled. His eyes had always been bright, but now he glowed from within. There was 
no danger of Carl fading away on a cold night, not anymore. A certain warmth had been established in their 


house, a security around the three of them. Greg had fought for it, and won it, and he was going to keep it. 
"Awhile," he replied. 


"Well, come and eat something. | just made pudding." Carl had appetites that rivaled Greg's. Putting aside his 
tired thoughts, Greg rose from his chair and took Carl's hand. Together, they padded through the silent house. 
Greg knew Keith would be home later. He guessed that they would talk business - maybe make a few calls, see 
who had some souls to sell. Carl also knew Keith would be home later, and he guessed that Greg and Keith 
would try to get some work done, but Carl figured he could drag them away before too long, maybe with a 


movie, or drinks. 


What none of them knew, what none of them could guess, was that night would be the last of its kind. 


machines 


Bill knew machines. He was no more proficient in their use than any other young man - he could drive, he 
could telephone, he could work a coffeemaker but not a blender. But Bill could see every cog, every tiny 
mechanism, and how each one functioned as part of a whole, how every piece affected the final, overarching 
device. He might not be able to operate that device, but he could sure as hell tell you if there was a problem 
with it and from where exactly the problem would arise. And this knowledge didn't just apply to systems of 


plastic and metal. Bill knew people. 
Bill knew Steve was keeping the machine running. 


Such an unlikely piece, to support such a process. But Rick was long gone, and Jon had left, and he and Chris 
hated each other, but both of them got on well with Steve, and that was probably, Bill reflected, the only 
reason they hadn't gotten into another fight. Steve didn't like shouting, or unnecessary violence. And so the 
heat bubbling between Squire and Bruford hadn't boiled over yet. 


And oh, it was heat. Bill gripped the steering wheel of his car harder. He liked working under Rick just fine. And 
even after, Jon could keep Chris calm enough, even when he was off fucking Banks’ boy. God, how the hell had 
Squire not noticed? 

He hit the brakes and turned off the engine with a little more force than necessary. Bill had been out collecting 
the rent, as it were. Just a chore. A little more difficult than usual, but it wasn't like pulling teeth, not yet. He 
walked into the house, wad of cash burning in his pocket, and he heard shouting. This was odd. Recently, the 
only shouting was between him and Chris. Was it one of the soldiers? An underling? 


It was Steve. 


He stood there quietly and probably undeservedly, fiddling the camera around his neck as Chris railed at him. 
Apparently Steve had failed to properly acquire a clear set of identifying photographs. 


‘lm sorry, boss, I'll-" 
"| just don't understand! You've done it before, why have you decided to start failing me now?" 
"Ill get you the-" 


"You'd fucking better, | pay you damn good money! And next time, try not to stop and take any pictures of the 


flowers. Focus a little." 


"Squire!" Bill chose that moment to interrupt, because Steve probably hadn't done anything. Chris whirled his 
head around and glared at Bill. He snapped his fingers and waved Steve out and Steve left, casting a worried 


glance at Bill, but Bill could take care of himself. He threw the money down on the desk. 


"Your fucking money." 
"You'll show me respect." 


Bill snorted. "Not if you're gonna yell at Steve, of all people. May as well be kicking a puppy." Now that Steve 
was out of the room, the machine was spinning off-kilter, like a record player that had been bumped. 


"Do not tell me how to talk to my employees," Chris said icily, standing up. He was taller than Bill, noticeably so, 
and that pissed off Bill to no end. 


"Well, clearly you need somebody to do exactly that,” Bill shot back. "How long do you think until Steve gets fed 
up with your bullshit?" 


"Bruford," Chris said, in a tone of voice that was a clear warring. Bill ignored it. Had to keep pushing the 


buttons. 


"Anybody in this city would hire him," Bill continued. They'd fought before, fought plenty, but only through 
words. Somebody had always been there to keep the peace. Steve, usually, the balance in the machine. But 


Steve wasn't here now. 
"Bruford," Chris said again, and it grated Bill's ears. 


"What, you going to fire me? Get rid of me, and then Steve'll go eventually - because he won't take your crap 
forever, he won't - and then what? No Rick. Jon gone. You'll be alone. You'll be nobody." His skin was buzzing 


for battle. "Nobody at all." 


Christopher Squire was not a man prone to violence. That was why he had succeeded so thoroughly in his 
chosen career - because he did not fly off the handle. He was always calm, always cool. But Bill had struck a 
bruise, and Chris reacted. He had been itching for a fight - or something - for days on end. He leaped forward, 
like some great jungle cat ambushing its kill, and he crashed into Bill, the weight and momentum of the motion 
toppling them to the floor. 


If Chris was a cat, Bill was a dog, and he fought like one. Neither of the men was attempting to kill the other. 
If that had been the case, the fight would have been over in moments. It probably wouldn't have even started. 
No, this brawl had another purpose. A physical release of pent-in tensions. They rolled, Bill managing to flip 


them, until Chris flipped them again, and pinned him. It was the end of thirty seconds of frantic, almost boyish 
tussle, and then quite suddenly they were kissing. 


Both of them maintained the other had started it. Didn't matter, anyhow. Hot, wet violence, and their warring 
bodies stilled except for the tongue and the teeth and the lips. Chris‘ body pinned him down, a solid - but not 
suffocating - weight, and Bill could not help the sigh of pleasure that escaped his lips. He hated himself for it. 


Bill's weakness was power. Not his own, and not physical, necessarily, but powerful men. He was drawn to them, 


even as he despised them for their effortlessness. Squire controlled the city's easy and west sides, his kingdom 
straight across, and he didn't bother to get out of bed before noon more days. He flexed the muscles of his 
arms and felt Chris‘ in response, keeping his wrists flat against the floor. His hands grasped at nothing. 


"Geez, when was the last time you got any?" Bill huffed grumpily when the two ripped apart for a breath. 


"Shut up," Chris said, kissing him again, teeth sinking gently into Bill's full lower lip, a sin of a sensation. Bill 
shivered and pretended he hadn't. Chris grinned and slid one of his long, long legs between Bill's, grinding up 
against his hardness. Bill moaned, unable to silence himself. Chris repeated the motion, and this time the moan 
was a little higher in pitch, an edge more frantic. His eyes were closed, so he couldn't see Chris smirk. He liked 


asserting his power occasionally, physically or otherwise, and if he got his rocks off at the same time, well, so 


much the better. 
"You want me to touch you?" Chris purred. 


"Fuck off, of course | do," Bill snapped, trying to keep his voice from shaking. His shirt had ridden up a few 
inches, and he could feel the scratchy carpet chafing at his back. 


"Beg me," Chris demanded, rubbing one of his broad hands over the bulge in Bill's jeans. 
"Oh, fuck you," Bill hissed, his pride fighting a losing battle with his lust. 


"You wish," Chris replied without missing a beat. And then he ceased all motion - except for the achingly slow 
and teasing touch of his hand. 


"Goddamit," Bill snarled as he tensed and trembled. Chris smirked. Bill was rash and impulsive, very nearly the 
exact opposite of Chris, but if fire and water were to collide, the outcome could be predicted every time. And 


so it went. "Please, you bastard." 


That was good enough for Chris. "Since you asked so politely," he said, and efficiently unzipped Bill's jeans and 
grasped his cock. Bill arched off the floor as Chris stroked him roughly, but he remained pinned to the ground. 
His hands grabbed at whatever bits of Chris he could reach - his shoulders, his shirttails - and the taller man 
snarled when he felt Bill's hands yank his hair. Greedy. He liked greed, Christopher Squire did. It made men that 


much easier to control. 


"Fuck," Bill moaned, dragging Chris down for another bruising kiss. The rage that burned so deep inside him had 
flowed, for the moment, into lust. He didn't care that Squire was - in his general opinion - a rat bastard, he 
didn't care that he was a dangerous man, he didn't care that the last place on earth he should have been was 
sprawled out on the floor, held down and jerked off by his boss. No. The only things that mattered, for a few 
blissful minutes, were the calluses on Chris hand and the strength of his grip and the twist of his tongue. 


Chris enjoyed the way Bill moved beneath him, like waves crashing against a sheer cliff face. He had always 


thought it would be nice to hear Bill say anything other than complaints, but the half-sobs and breathed 


obscenities were more than nice. He hadn't felt desire like this since - well. For awhile, it seemed. When Bill 
came, he muffled his cry in Chris' neck. With a smirk, he wiped his hand off on Bill's jeans. He wouldn't notice 
until later. 


Chris stood and, grabbing Bill's hair, hauled him to his knees. Though he was still panting from the force of his 
orgasm, he understood what was being asked as Chris started to unbuckle his belt. Bill batted Chris' hands out 
of the way irritably, and did it himself. Showing initiative, Chris thought, very good. And then he found it very 
hard to think because everything was wet heat and when, he wondered vaguely, had Bill gotten so damn good 
at sucking dick? 


"So this is how to get you to shut up," Chris said, grinning down, sharklike, at Bill, who snarled and gave him 
the middle finger, but who did not stop. It was a sight, Bill's full lips flushed and swollen and red, stretched 
over his cock He'd be lying if he said he hadn't thought about it before, but he'd never imagined Bill would be 
so eager. Chris buried his hands in Bill's thick curls and gripped tightly - payback - and fucked his mouth lazily. 
Bill moaned and pretended he hadn't, pretended he didn't crave being used, pretended that men like Christopher 
Squire didn't make him want to drop to his knees. 


When Chris finished he made Bill swallow, and a bit dribbled out of the corner of his mouth. He wiped it off, 
eyes cast down, as Chris zipped up his pants. He went back to his desk and started to count the money that 
Bill had delivered. As suddenly as the flame had been ignited between them, it had vanished, and all that was 
left was an icy peace between them - a cease-fire, perhaps. Bill took this chill as a cue to leave, which he did, 
mechanically getting into his car and gunning the engine. He pulled over a few blocks away, needing a cigarette 
rather badly. Bill's hands shook slightly as he lit up, the soothing drag of the smoke calming him. Shouldn't have 
done that, he thought. King was probably going to be furious with him. 


mistake 


Steve had asked for the night off. 


That made Chris suspicious. Steve had never asked for a night off, not even when he had the flu and was of 
no use to anyone - it's hard to stealthily follow someone if you have to stop every six feet to hack up phlegm. 
He had plenty of nights to himself, of course, when Chris didn't need him for anything, but he never 
specifically requested to be off-call, to be unavailable. He clearly wasn't taking a vacation - it was only this one 


night, and last-minute too. Yes, Christopher Squire was a bit suspicious. 


Afraid, too, although he would never admit it. He knew he had been in the wrong when he had yelled at Steve a 
few days prior. He'd apologize, and Steve seemed to have forgiven and forgotten - as was his nature - but 
Chris had come to doubt his men recently. First Rick had left - no explanation, no airing of grievances, not 
even an attempt on his life. Then Jon, and now this explosion with Bill - he had had to promote Patrick, give 
him more responsibility. That was going all right. Moraz was good as his job, good enough anyway, but he 
couldn't lose Steve. If Steve went t work for Banks, or Lake - or, god forbid, the crimson kingpin - he was 


fucked. Straight-up fucked. And so when Steve asked for the night off, Chris was suspicious. 
So he followed Steve home. 


He got to the apartment building before Steve, actually. He had a knack for blending into crowds, despite his 
height and general noticeability. Chris waited at the café across the street, hiding behind his coffee cup, 
training his eyes on the doors of the building. Finally, Steve appeared, juggling a bag of groceries that was so 
stuffed he could barely see over it. Chris slipped across the street and into the building. He followed Steve 
distantly up the stairs, peering around the corner just in time to see Steve unlock his door and turn on his 
lights. He had to kick the door shut. Chris folded his long frame into an alcove at the end of the hallway - it 


must have held a telephone, once - and waited. 
He didn't wait long. 


A man came down the hallway not fifteen minutes later. Chris did not recognize him - tall, but not too Tall, 
with shaggy blonde hair and a wide mouth that was currently smirking like he had something to look forward 
too. Chris frowned, his hackles raised as the young man walked with deliberate softness to Steve's door. He 
turned the handle slowly, as if checking to see if it was locked It was not. He opened the door silently and 
slipped inside. Now Chris was more than suspicious - he was worried. This didn't look like a clandestine meeting 


Steve had arranged. This looked like - 


"No! Stop!" he heard Steve cry, and there was a loud clatter from within. That was it for Chris. He was inside 


the apartment with his gun drawn in three strides. 


"Freeze!" he yelled, bursting into the kitchen, where the shout had originated. Everyone froze. Chris felt his 


stomach drop. 


Steve was covered in flour, and the other man wasn't much better off. A bowl lay shattered on the floor, half 


a pineapple carved on the counter. 

"Who the hell are you?" the young man shouted. 

"Who are you?" Chris replied. 

| asked you first! What the fuck are you doing in my apartment?" 


"Your-" Chris didn't lower the gun, but he started to think that its presence was no longer necessary. Steve 


coughed and stepped forward, placing a hand on the man's arm, leaving another smudge of flour. 

"Alan," he said in a soothing tone of voice. "This is my boss, Christopher Squire. Sir, this is my boyfriend, Alan" 
"This is your boss?" Alan said, and he didn't sound happy about it. He turned to Chris. "Listen, buddy-" 
"Boyfriend?" Chris asked Steve, ignoring Alan, who looked like a grumpy surfer. 


"Yes, sir. Three years now" He blushed a litle. "It's actually, um. Our anniversary." He gestured to the 
disastrous kitchen scene. The pieces clicked together for Chris. How many times had he interrupted Jon in the 
kitchen? At least Steve and Alan were still clothed. "ls something wrong, sir?" 


"Ah - no. not at all. My mistake. I'm quite sorry." Chris tucked the gun away. "I'll leave you to it” 


"Yeah you will," he heard Alan mutter as he turned away, and Steve giggled while he shushed him. Chris leaned 
against the wall in the hallway, once he was safely out of the apartment and far enough so that he couldn't 
hear any noises that might be coming from inside. Shit. That had been awkward. Three years! And he'd had no 
idea. None. Of course, Steve was a private man. Chris wasn't the sort of person who craved a drink, but right 
now he was starting to feel a serious jonesing for whiskey. Three years. It was nice, for Steve, to have 
someone. Even if that someone was probably an asshole, Chris thought. But Alan had leapt to defend Steve, and 
that was something. He decided that he would have a courier send over a bottle of wine from his private 
store. Something nice. An apology and a celebration. Yes, Chris thought, that would do quite nicely. He grinned to 
himself, imagining Alan's face when the courier rang the apartment buzzer, interrupting him and dragging him 
away from Steve, and the pineapple dish. Chris chuckled, and thought about wine, and very carefully ignored 
the emptiness at his side. 


sidle up 


Phil was having a casual, greasy lunch at his favorite seafood place when Bill Bruford sat down right across 


the booth from him. 

| want to talk to your boss," he said without preamble. 

Phil poured some more tartar sauce on his fishwich. "Yeah?" 

"Yeah." 

"The fuck are you doing talking to me? Just have Squire call Banks direct." 

Bill leaned forward. "He doesn't know." 

Oh. Well then. That was certainly interesting. "So you want to talk to Banks without Squire noticing?" 

"That's right." 

Phil thought for a moment, scratching his chin. "| might be able to help you there. But | have one question" 
"Ask it." 

"What the hell were you doing on the Northside docks last week?" 

"Maybe | was checking you out" 

"Yeah, yeah. You better come up with a better answer by the time you get to Banks." 

"Does that mean you'll do it?" 

"lIt means I'll take you to the next step up the ladder. Wait here" Phil grabbed the remaining half of his 
sandwich, not trusting his lunch alone. Stepping out to the back of the restaurant, to the little alley where the 
waiters took their smoke break, he dialed a number. 

"Rutherford." 

"Mike, it's me." 

"Hi, Phil. What is it?" 


"Well, | was at the Squid Shack, and all of a sudden Bill Bruford shows up. He says he wants to talk to Banks, 


but he doesn't want Squire to know." 

"Hmm. | see. Has he been threatening? Violent?" 

"Nope. Seems quite calm." 

"Nervous?" 

"Doesn't look like it." 

"Keep him there, and keep an eye on him. Steve and | will come and get him as quickly as we can" 


"Gotcha" When he hung up and went back inside, Bill was still there, and he had acquired a cup of coffee, damn 
him. "Rutherford's coming to get you. He'll take you to Banks, if he thinks you're legit" 


"Thank you." He took a sip of his coffee and winced. 
"Could you please pass me some sugar?" 


"Yeah. Here." Phil slid several packets across the table to him. "So what were you doing down by the North 
Docks?" 


"Checking you out," he repeated, and Phil really, really, really hoped Bill Bruford wasn't making a pass at him. 
"Not you, short stuff. Your operation Wanted to see how you guys worked." Bill winked. 


"Like what you saw?" 

"Looked like it deserved a more thorough inspection" 

Phil fidgeted uncomfortably. Bill seemed like a decent guy, not too different from himself, but he didn't want 
him anywhere near their businesses. The two men sat there in the booth for several minutes, punctuating the 
silences with sips of semi-bitter coffee. Finally, Mike Rutherford walked in the door, flanked by Steve. 
"Bruford," he greeted curtly. "| understand you want to meet with Banks." 

“That's right." 


"Come with us. Phil, thank you for keeping an eye on things. You got shit to do?" 


"Yeah, | got shit to do." He paid the check and left out the front, while Steve and Mike quietly escorted Bill out 
of the back door. 


"Search him," Mike ordered, and Steve calmly shoved Bill up against the side of the car and began patting him 


down. "Sorry. Standard procedure." 


'| suppose," Bill said. "It's fine, mate. Gun's in the left side holster. Switchblade in my back pocket. Other side,’ 


he hastened to correct as Steve slid his hand into the wrong one. 
"Thanks for the help," Steve grumbled as he confiscated the weapons. "You got anything in that hair of yours?" 


Mike chuckled as Bill shook out his curly mane. There were no blades in it, not even a bobby pin. "Get in the 


car. 
Mike drove. Steve sat in the back with Bill, hidden by the tinted windows. 

"So you're Steve," Bill said. 

“That's right." 

"Steve's mentioned you before. Other Steve. Steve Howe." 

"Is that so?" Steve's voice was cool and even. 

"Yeah. You two used to work together, didn't you?" 

"Yes." Everyone knew that. 

"Was he always such a space case?" 

"A space case?" Hackett turned to him. His freezing eyes were unreadable, hidden behind thick glasses. "Don't 
underestimate him." That was all he said. Bill wanted to push him further, but he saw Mike glancing at him in 
the rearview mirror, and he didn't want to piss off the lanky bastard. That would ruin everything. 

They arrived at The Fountain, which was conspicuously quiet, at midday. The front parking was completely 
empty, and there were just a few vehicles in the back lot. Cleaners, undoubtedly, there to make sure every 
inch of the lounge was spotless. The Fountain may have been filled with antiques, or imitations thereof, but not 
a single mote of dust was to be found within - or at least Bill presumed. They went into the back, well hidden 
from the main floor of the club. Still tidy, though. Banks' influence everywhere. Mike and Steve stuck close 
enough to him that he felt like he was being escorted by the police, and maybe he was. They arrived at an 


office door and Mike pressed a buzzer next to the handle. There was a pause, and then the lock clicked open 


Mike turned the knob and nodded, and Bill entered, followed very closely by Mike. Steve waited outside. 


Tony Banks sat at a desk. He looked up at Bill, and something in Bill's stomach twisted as he, too, took a seat. 
Banks looked quite small, sitting there, but he projected an aura of power. Different from Squire. But - similar. 


"Mr. Bruford," he greeted. "| understand you come here as a free agent." 


“That's right, sir." He glanced over his shoulder. Mike stood in front of the door - the only way in or out - 
arms crossed over his chest, coat pulled back to reveal the pistol on his left hip. 


"What can | do for you?" 

"Well, to be frank, sir, lim looking to leave Squire's employment,” Bill explained. 

Tony leaned back in his chair, rubbing a hand over his chin. "Is that so?" 

Bill nodded. 

"Seems like an awful lot of people have been leaving Squire as of late." 

"You talking about the Wake Man and Anderson? | don't know which one of ‘em fucked him over, but he's not 
like he used to be." Bill rubbed the back of his neck "I mean, he was fucking Anderson, obviously, but. | dunno. 


Things went downhill once the Wake Man left him. But what does it matter?" 


Bill watched as Banks’ eyes flickered away from him - just for a moment - and glanced beyond him, over his 


shoulder. Gotcha. 
"So you are seeking other employment?" Tony leaned forward, steepling his fingers. 


"Word on the streets is that you're fair. That you pay a full day's wages for a full day's work. And that you 


leave room for promotion" 
"That's true," Tony acceded. "Have you tried Lake? I'm sure he would appreciate a man of your skill set.” 
"Probably, if he paid attention to anyone than Emerson and that hooker girlydude of his." 


| see." Tony thought for a moment as he looked Bill in the eye. "| am sorry to say that | am not hiring at this 


time. However, should there be an opening on my staff, | will certainly contact you." 
"Thank you, sir.” 
"Mr. Rutherford will see you out.” 


Bill rose from his chair as Mike held the door open. Tony went back to his papers, and Mike turned to glance 
back at him. Bill saw. Steve was still leaning against the wall outside, and fell into step with them. 


"Can we drop you somewhere?" Mike offered. 


"Nah," Bill said, wrapping his scarf around his neck. "I'll walk. Not far to the west side from here." 


"You sure? It's awfully cold" 
"Im sure" He set off down the street, not looking back Bill could feel the gaze of Mike and Steve following him 
Making sure he didn't try anything funny. Well, he didn’t. He walked and walked until he finally left Barks: 
territory. Then he took out his phone and made a call 

ia 

"ts Bruford, sir. I'm out" 

"And?" 

"Its Rutherford" 

"Are you certain?" 

nee 

"Good work We will proceed" 


"It's time?" 


‘It's time." 


signs 


It wasn't the first time Rick had found a body in a dumpster. Hell, it wasn’t even the first time he had found a 


body in his own dumpster. However, it was the first time the body had been covered in tiny white flowers. 


"The fuck..?" he whispered, dropping his trash bag. Thank god the pickup wasn't until tomorrow. But his 
apartment was so full of takeout cartons that he had had to clean it out early. 


He rant through his options and realized he was going to have to dispose of it himself. Preferably quickly. But 
first he had a few questions. The man - and it was a man of medium height and build - had been stabbed, 
quickly and cleanly. Rick recognized his face, unremarkable and dead though it was. He had been a private 
contractor, from out of town. Rabin or something. He bent over the body, ignoring the smell - which came 
mostly from the days-old trash surrounding the corpse. This guy hadn't been dead for very long at all. Less 
than twenty-four hours. Quickly, he searched the pockets. No weapons on him, but there was an empty 
shoulder holster. He had been packing heat when he had been killed. A cracked phone, a wad of cash, and a 
crumpled piece of paper all lay in his pockets. Carefully, Rick unfolded the blood-stained paper. 


It was a photo of Jon. 


"Shit," Rick muttered. A picture was starting to piece itself together in his mind. He knew Banks, at least, had a 
price out on Jon - not a huge one, but tempting enough, for a desperate man. And this guy clearly was, and 
had been on his way to kill Jon and claim the money. The question was, how close had he gotten? Had he been 
conveniently stabbed right in the alley? Had he been killed elsewhere and moved? And how the hell had Rick not 


noticed? 

Oh, right. Because he had been fucking Jon over every available surface in the apartment. 

Rick took a handful of the flowers that covered the body and shut the dumpster carefully, already calculating 
how quickly he could maneuver it out, wrap it in a tarp, and get it in his trunk before anyone noticed. Up the 
stairs he went, and back to the apartment, where Jon was curled up on the couch with a book 

"There's a dead guy in the dumpster," Rick said without preamble. 

"Oh" Not much surprised Jon anymore. 

"I know him. Not personally. He's a hit man from out of town. Independent contractor. | think he was after you." 
Rick presented the handful of white blossoms, which looked crumpled and fragile against his large, meaty palm. 


He was not meant to hold such things. "He's got these sprinkled all over him." 


Jon took one gently between his thumb and forefinger, starting raptly at the flower. "White heather," he 


whispered, looking as if a feather might tip him over. "It means protection" 


Tiny fae symbols of protection scattered over the body of Jon's would-be assassin. Rick wondered who could 


be behind such a thing. 

‘It's Chris," Jon said unnecessarily. 

"Clearly" 

Jon tucked the flower between the pages of his book. "He's looking out for us." 


He's looking out for you, Rick wanted to say, but he didn't. "I'm going to get rid of the stiff. Just move it to 
another dumpster or something, get it a few blocks away from here." He pulled a tarp out of the storage 


closet. "Stay inside. And try not to look out the windows." 


"All right," Jon said quietly as Rick locked the door behind him. He had been spending almost all of his time 
hidden up in the apartment, recently. Not that he wasn't perfectly cozy, but he missed fresh air and sunshine 
and being able to come and go as he pleased. It wasn't safe for him to go gallivanting about, not with so much 
money on his head. but there wasn't a more permanent place for him either, not yet. It seemed like nobody 
quite knew what to do with him. But he was almost grateful. He didn't want to leave the city just yet. He liked 
the city. It called to him. A thousand things kept him there. And then - the sound of a key turning in the lock. 


Odd, that Rick should be back so soon. He must have forgotten something. 


"What is it?" Jon called out absently, still gazing at the white heather. Protection. That Chris should care 


enough to protect him - even after all he had done - "Rick?" 


Heavy, unfamiliar footsteps behind him. That was the last thing Jon remembered before a cloth was clamped 


over his face and everything went black. 


While Jon went limp across the couch, Rick was maneuvering a body out of the garbage, onto a tarp, and into 
the trunk of his car. Before he shut it, he made sure to take every singly identifying thing out of the man's 
pockets. He drove several blocks away before finding another conveniently sketchy alleyway. Fortunately, nobody 
was around, and if they were, then they weren't causing him any trouble. He maneuvered the tarp and its 
contents into the dumpster and got out of there quickly. He threw the wallet out of the window a few streets 
away, the phone a few more streets after that. If he really had been trying to conceal the murder, he would 
have gone somewhere under the cover of darkness - the woods outside the city, perhaps, or the earth 
foundation of an empty building. He could have tied a few cinderblocks to it and dumped it off the deep, cold 
waters by the North docks. But he didn't particularly care if or when the body was discovered. He just wanted 
the discovery to take place well away from his apartment, where Jon was safely ensconced. Not that it 
mattered much. If Chris cared enough to send such a message to Jon, he cared enough to make sure a 


murder investigation didn't dig too deep. 


He got back to his building, wondering if there would be any more threats to Jon, when his heart dropped to 
his sneakers at the sight of his door. It was closed, but unlocked. He had locked it when he had left. He always 


did. 
"Jon?" Rick called out as he entered. He did not get an answer. 


Some men would have panicked, but never the Wake Man. Calmly, he forced himself to think, and to look over 
the apartment. Jon was not there. That much was clear. There was no sign of a struggle, but the book he had 
been reading - a terribly trashy romance, Rick noted - was on the floor, a crumpled heather blossom beneath 
it. There were no bloodstains, there were no bullet holes, there were no stray hairs or torn bits of fabric. The 
door - first locked, now unlocked - had not been damaged in any way. It was possible the lock was picked, but 
unlikely - he had taken precautions. Damn. Rick felt as if he was turning to stone. Betrayal lodged heavy in his 


chest. The King. It had to be his work. Jon was alive, no doubt, but he was in even more trouble than before. 
What did the kingpin want with him? 

Jon had little value in and of himself. He had made it quite clear he was not giving up information. No, Jon had 
been taken to serve a purpose - and Rick would bet, if he were a gambling man, that it was something to do 
with Christopher Squire. Jon was bait or reward or hostage. Rick groaned and rubbed a hand over his face. 
"Damn," he muttered. He had to tell Squire. 

The nosy lady who lived down the hall looked like she was going to try to talk to him, but she took one glance 
at Rick's stormy face and decided to just go away quietly. He sank deeply into his thoughts, emerging only to 
pay attention to the traffic lights. When he arrived at the mansion, the gate was shut. He tried the old code 
on the keypad, but - as he expected - it didn't work Squire had changed his number. Instead, he pushed the 
videophone button and looked into the security camera. 

"Rick?" Steve's worried voice crackled out of the speaker. 

Despite his nervousness, Rick couldn't help but smile. "Hi, Steve." 

"Why are you -| mean, what do - | mean, is everything-" 

"| need to talk to Squire.” 

"0-okay. Let me go, uh, ask if you can be buzzed in 

"lll wait." He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel for a few minutes. Then, without fanfare, the gate 
swung open and Rick's care crawled in. After parking it - out front, not in the garage - he walked up the front 
steps, a familiar walk, although not so familiar as the trot to the smaller, more modest back door. He rang the 
bell - unnecessarily, because everyone in the house, whoever that might be, was quite aware of his presence. 


The door opened. 


There stood Squi re. 


"Something's happened to Jon," Rick said without preamble. Squire's small eyes widened by a fraction. "Got your 
message in the trash," he continued. "| promised to protect him too, but obviously, we couldn't. That's why I'm 


here. | think we're in trouble, and | think the problem goes beyond Jon" 


Chris held the door open. "You'd better come in, then. | think we have much to talk about." 


The Wake Man stepped inside. The door closed behind him. 


snatched 


Greg was having a shitty day. Almost half of his latest shipment of powdered fine was missing, and nobody 
was talking. That made him more nervous than anything. If nobody was willing to tell him what happened, it 
meant they were more scared of someone else than they were of Greg. That was bad enough. But if his hunch 
was right, and the missing cargo wasn't an accident or a simple mistake, then someone else was giving orders. 


And Greg had a hunch who that person was. 


But before he could worry too much about that, he had to figure out where the hell his product was, and he 
didn't want to set loose Keith and his brass knuckles. Not yet: 


"Boss?" Keith said quietly. 


‘It's fine," Greg said offhandedly. "Let's go talk to Lerxst. He was the one making the delivery." Just then, his 
phone rang. 


"Hey, babe." Just hearing Carl's voice through the phone was soothing. Keith glanced over from the driver's 


seat. 

"Hey, Greg. Everything all right?" 

"It will be. Keith and | just gotta find out where the hell this load went." 

"Is it.him?" Carl asked, almost timidly. 

Greg sighed and rubbed a hand over his face. "I don't know. | just don't know." 
"Oh. Okay. Well, what do you want for dinner?" 


"Dinner?" Greg chuckled. "You're a regular little housewife, aren't you? Hey, Keith what do you want for 


dinner?" 

"| don't care, as long as there's plenty!" 

"You hear that?" Greg asked Carl, who was laughing on the other end of the phone line. 
| heard that. Okay. I'm going to run out to the store and get some stuff. Maybe pasta 
Greg felt a twinge of worry. "Are you sure you don't want to wait until we get home?" 


"And have the both of you be hungry and cranky? No fucking thanks. Go get your stash. Dinner will be on the 
table when you get back" 


"All right, babe. See you." He hung up the phone and shook his head, clearing his mind. 

"You ready?" Keith asked, parking the car behind the nondescript autobody shop. 

"Yeah. Let's go." 

They entered through the front of the shop and proceeded immediately to the back, into an office where two 
men worked - one on a tricky bit of engine, the other on an open ledger-book. The blonde man looked up and 
started at the expressions on Greg and Keith's faces - not to mention the top dog of south side striding into 
his workplace. 


"Mr. Lifeson," Greg greeted. 


"Call me Alex," Alex said automatically. The dark-haired man looked up from his corner, overlarge glasses 


teetering on his overlarge nose. 


"Very well. Mr. Lifeson, would you mind explaining to me why almost half of this morning's shipment of raw 


went missing?" 

"| don't know." 

"Do you know where it went?" 

"Nope" 

"The delivery run was all as usual?" 

"Yep" 

Greg sighed, putting his hands on Alex's desk. "Look, Lerxst, I've had a long day, and my temper is short." 
"Your temper isn't the only thing that's short," piped up the man in the corner. 

"Geddy, shut up," Alex snipped. Keith shrugged. He had heard every joke in the book about his height. 
"Are you absolutely sure you don't know what happened?" Greg asked a final time. 

"No sir.” 

"All right then. Keith?" 


In a lightning-quick move, Keith had lunged forward, grabbed the man with the glasses, and put a gun to his 


head 
"Geddy!" Alex shouted, jerking towards him, but he was stopped by Keith's cocked pistol 

"Are you sure you don't know what happened?" Greg asked again, just as smoothly as the first time. 
"Jesus, Lake, let him gol" 


Greg shrugged. "| told you | was feeling short-tempered today. Now talk, or | swear to God I'll drop him right 


here, right now." 

'Lerxst, please," Geddy said quietly. "This is getting uncomfortable." 

Alex sighed. "All right, all right. Look, | was driving the load from point A to point B - all the usual stuff - and 
when | got to the handoff, there was a guy waiting for me. Young. Big hair, fucking curls. Cocksucking lips. Didn't 
recognize him, but he said you'd sent him. He said he was the new guy, that some of the product was being 
redistributed, new dealers, blah blah blah." 

"And you believed him?" 


"I don't know, man, it was early! Nobody except the buyers should have known where the drop spot was. He 
seemed pretty fucking legit to me. Now would you let my bookie go?" 


"Fine, yes, all right." Greg waved a hand and Keith released Geddy, who went right back to his bookkeeping, 
apparently completely unfazed. 


"Is that everything? Alex asked. 


"For now. Try not to fuck up too badly in the future. We'll be in touch" With that, he turned an left, Keith 


automatically following. 

"Who could have known where to intercept him?" Keith asked as they got back into the car. 

I'm afraid | haven't been entirely honest with you. "I'm not sure. But | have an idea. I'll tell you at dinner. For 
now, let's go to the club. I've got some extra stashed in the safe. We'll get it to the dealers, and hopefully we 
can fix this before the next shipment comes through." He sighed harshly. "I don't like people taking what 
belongs to me, Keith. | just don't like it” 

Keith didn't like it either. 

It was dusk by the time they returned home. The house was dark. It shouldn't have been. 


Greg felt a bolt of fear deep in his gut. He knew he was a worrywart, Keith was always reminding him. But 


Carl should have been in there, lights ablaze, making whatever he had decided dinner would be. Maybe Carl was 
just taking a nap, and had decided to save money on the electric bill by turning off the lights. 


"Boss?" Keith said uneasily. 
Then again, maybe not. 


"Carl?" Greg called out as they entered the house. "You home, babe?" A quick search of the house proved that 
he was not. Greg tried to call him, but his phone was dead. 


"Well, shit," Greg said. 
"Could he be visiting someone?" Keith asked. "Got distracted while shopping? You know how he-" 


"No," Greg cut him off. "No, he would have called if he was going to be late." His stomach growled. Fuck, no 


time for that. 


"Do you think he-" Keith didn't voice his fears. Just then, his phone rang. "Hello?" He listened for a moment 
before handing it to Greg, "It's for you, boss." 


"Lake speaking." 
"Um, Mr. Lake, hi, this is Omar, from the grocery." 


Greg recognized him, a wild-haired teenager who worked down at his father's store, a few blocks away. The 
store Carl preferred to shop at. The store he undoubtedly would have gone to. "Yes? What is it?" 


"My buddy Cedric saw your - uh - Mr. Palmer get snatched." 


Those words, spoken, felt like an icy hand gripping at his throat. Keith must have sensed what Omar said, 
because his eyes widened, and he even reached a hand out - to comfort? To touch? - but he dropped it back 


to his side. 
"Tell me everything," Greg ordered. 


"Well, Mr. Palmer was in here, ‘bout three hours ago, he bought a bag of groceries, looked like he was making 
tamales or something, | don't know. Anyway, | checked him out myself. Cedric took out the trash not even a 
minute later and he saw him walking down the street, when all of a sudden this big black car, tinted windows, 
the whole shebang, pulls up next to the curb, couple guys jump out and grab him, pull him in. boom. Done. In 
seconds. Cedric didn't even have time to do anything." 


Greg nodded to himself. "I see. And were there any other witnesses?" 


"| don't think so.” 

"Who else have you told?" 
"Nobody" 

"Police?" 


"No. My father and | have been trying to track you down to call you, ever since it happened. But we waited ‘til 
we got you on the line to talk about it specific." 


"Thank you, Omar. You've done well. | won't forget it" With that, he hung up and drew a shaky breath before 
relating everything to Keith. 


"He wasn't taken for ransom," Keith said immediately. "That was three hours ago, and we would have gotten a 


call by now, or something." 


"Then it's revenge or manipulation," Greg picked up. "There are only three men in the city who would have the 


power and the nerve to do it." 
Three? Keith would have counted two. 


‘lm calling Squire," Greg said, dialing the number. It was against protocol, true. But he didn't have time to call a 
fucking meeting in a café. 


"This had better be good," Squire growled by way of greeting. 
"This is Lake. Do you have Carl?" 

"What? Do | have your boy?" 

"Yes. He was taken off the streets today. Was it on your orders?" 
"Your - your boy was kidnapped?" 

"How many times do | need to repeat myself? Was it you?" 

"No." 

"Don't fuck with me, Squire, this is serious." 


"| promise you, Lake, | don't have your boy. There's enough on my plate as it is. Try Banks." 


"I fucking will. Thank you." He hung up, silently shook his head, and called Banks, who was somewhat less short 
with him, after the question was posed. 


| haven't got him," Banks informed Greg. "I don't need him or want him. My guess - if it's not Squire-" 

"It isn't." 

"Then | suspect the grunt work was done by independent contractors. If that's the case, then they won't be 
bound to any one part of the city. If you and your man need to search through my territory, you may, as 


long as you leave my men and my property alone.” 


"Thank you," Greg said, unexpectedly touched. A moment of weakness. He hung up and told Keith about Banks’ 


concession. 


"The North side's where they've probably taken him," Keith said. "Lots of little hidey-holes up there. Especially 


‘round the docks." 


"Yeah. I'll drive. You start calling your people." 


Keith didn't like all this diplomatic phone-calling shit. He just wanted to punch people until they told him where 
Carl was, and then kill whoever had Carl. But before their car left the driveway, a mail truck pulled in. The 
postman popped out with a priority envelope in his hands, and looked around. He spotted the two men in the car 
and brought the envelope straight to the driver's side. 


"GregLake?" he inquired. 


"That's me," Greg replied. Keith was suspiciously. The postman looked like he was rapidly shuffling towards 
retirement, but that didn't mean he couldn't be a threat. 


"Got a letter for you. I'll just give it to you direct instead of putting it in your box, hmm? You have a nice day, 
now." With that, he left. 


"Let me open that," Keith said, taking the large, flat envelope away from Greg, on the off-chance it exploded. It 
did not. It lay there limply after giving up its secret - a single sheet of paper. He showed it to Greg. 


| don't know what the fuck this is," Keith growled, gesturing at the paper, which had on it two addresses, 
printed in dark red ink 


"| do," Greg said, voice shaking just a little. Keith looked at him sharply. Something had rattled him. 
"One of these is where Carl's located," Greg continued. Valuable time was ticking by. One address read "Pastor 


€ Prospect” The other, "Kingston € Pine." Keith assumed, correctly, that this was in reference to the corners 
there these two sets of streets met. 


"Greg?" he said slowly and carefully. "Do you know something | don't?" 

"Yes," Greg said. "Several things. | know who took Carl. | used to work for him." 

"What?" 

‘| didn't emerge fully formed from the head of Zeus. | was trained. By the King. When | was younger." 
"Before you met Carl?" 

"Yeah, before you two. | always swore l'd never go back to the King, and now he's got - he's got-" 
"Yeah, and we're going to get him back. Which address is he at?" 

"Kingston and Pine," Greg answered without hesitation 

"How do you know that?" 

"Because the corner of Pastor and Prospect is a fucking cake shop. Come on. It's in Banks’ territory." 


They were going to have to make restitution to Banks, Keith thought as he slipped on his knuckledusters. Blood 
was going to be spilled on the north side of the city. 


god, yeah, finally 


Carl's mouth was annoyingly dry. 


He'd been gagged with a red silk cloth. It wasn't his first time being gagged - not even his first time being 

gagged with silk - but it had been between his teeth for at least an hour now, and he was starting to crave a 
piece of gum. But it had not been on him for the full duration of the ordeal - this kidnapping, if that's what it 
was - and it wasn't tied very tightly. If he had wanted to, he could have made plenty of sounds. So that meant 


the gag was for show. 
Why? 


Maybe the two guys who were on watch were into some kinky shit, but if that was the case, Carl figured 
they would have availed themselves of his body in the van, instead of just tying him to a chair in the middle 


of an abandoned warehouse. God, an abandoned warehouse, how cliché could you get? 


It had been three men who had snatched him off the street, earlier in the afternoon. He didn't know where the 
third guy was. Out on a smoke break, maybe. He knew where his groceries were, that was certain. Rolling 
around the gutters of Main Street, probably run over. Squashed. Dinner would not be on the table by six, that 
was for damn sure. And that pissed Carl off. That, and the worry he knew Greg and Keith would be feeling. 
That had to be the whole point, though. Why he was taken. When he had been grabbed and driven through the 
city, he had not been blindfolded. He had been allowed to see the faces of his abductors. That, Carl knew, meant 


one of two things. Either he was meant to die, or his kidnappers were. 
Carl suspected the latter. 


It might seem like wishful thinking, but if Carl was right about who was behind this, then the lives of hired 
filth meant little. Not to the King. What Carl didn't know was - if the King was indeed behind this - what the 
King wanted with him. It was to get at Greg, of course. But if the King wanted to kill him, he'd be dead by now. 


And if the King had wanted to possess him then what the hell was he doing in a freezing cold warehouse on 


the North Side? 


He hoped Banks wouldn't think it was Greg's fault, whatever would happen in his territory. Because there would 
be blood. That was something Carl knew as sure as he knew his name. When Greg and Keith showed up - and 
they would - the three men, to say the least, would be promptly removed from existence. But until they 
arrived, he was stuck, gagged and bound, hand and foot, to a chair. With rope, as it were, something he knew a 
few things about. Carl was relatively certain he could at untie at least his hands - which were behind him, a 
position that was both painful and stupid - but what would be the point? There were two or three guys and 
only one of him. And they were probably armed. 


Besides, it had been hours since he'd been snatched. Wouldn't be long now. 


And it was not. The door creaked open, and both Carl and the two men looked up. The shadowy figure of the 
third man - out, indeed, for a smoke - lurched in the doorway. Then he fell forward, flat on his face, and 


several things happened in rapid succession. 


GregoryLake stepped into the room, pistol raised, and Carl saw the first man drop before he heard the 
gunshot - only by the sharpest of seconds. After that, moving only slightly slower than the bullet, Keith leapt 
forward across the floor, a blur of unleashed rage. Carl heard the crunch, but fortunately could not see, as 
Keith obliterated the second man with his terrible hands of iron. When he was assured that there were no 
more immediate threats left in the warehouse, Greg turned to Carl, and they locked eyes. Carl watched as 


everything dropped away until only stark relief shone across Greg's face. 


"Carl," he whispered, and flew to him, kneeling by his chair in an instant, gently lifting the crimson ribbon out 


of his mouth and off his head. "Carl, are you okay?" 


‘Oh, yeah, just a few bumps, and my ass is going numb from this damn chair," Carl replied breathlessly as 


Greg cut the ropes away. "Sorry about dinner.” 
Fuckin’ hell" Greg half-sobbed, sweeping Carl up into his arms and kissing him gently. "We were so worried." 


Together, without thinking, and still in a half-embrace, they turned, and their eyes rested on Keith. He stood a 
short distance away, awkwardly defiant, unsure of where to put his eyes. His knuckles were smeared with 
bloody vengeance. Keith set himself apart, as he always had, denying himself, drawing back, retreating into 
himself. 


Greg held out one hand. Carl held out another. 


Slowly, as if unbelieving, Keith stepped forward, letting Greg and Carl draw him in. They caught him by the 
fingertips, and then the arm, until he was fully embracing and embraced by them and none of the three could 
tell who was shaking from exhaustion and relief and adrenaline. There were no words that any of them could 


say, in that moment, shivering in a warehouse on the North side. 


But they could not linger. There were dead men to dispose of, and payments to be made, and old truths to be 
confronted. The three men disentangled just enough to walk out of the warehouse, still touching around the 
edges, Carl in the middle, in case he fell. He did not. Keith drove them home, Greg in the backseat, checking Carl 


over for injuries. 
"Stop fussing, they only hit me a little," Carl complained. 


Greg grumbled. Keith glanced in the rearview mirror at the crimson ribbon he was twisting around and around 
his fingers. 


"Omar and Cedric, from down at the store, were the ones who reported it to me," Greg said idly. "They seem 


like reliable boys. | was thinking of employing them.’ 


"They'd make a good team," Carl commented. 

Carl was yawning when they got home. "Take care of him," Greg asked Keith. "| have to make some calls." He 
gave Carl a quick kiss and shooed them off. Carl wolfed down half a sandwich before deciding on a hot shower 
and bed. Greg stayed alone in the kitchen First, he called a clean-up crew, to take care of the remains in the 
warehouse. Next, he called Tony Banks, to inform him that Carl had been successfully retrieved, and to 
apologize for the mess they'd made in his territory. Banks was surprisingly understanding, and a small 


monetary compensation was agreed upon. The two men were not friends, but no enemies were made that night. 


Then he had to call the third man. This final call was the one he did not want to make. He dialed the number 


quickly, before he could lose his nerve. 

"Hello, Gregory." The voice washed over him like slime. 

"Hello," Greg greeted, managing to keep his tone steady. "I couldn't help but notice you kidnapped my boy today." 
Out in the hallway, Keith stopped in his tracks, listening. 

"Oh, yes. Carl. He's quite pretty, isn't he? | thought the ribbon was a good color on him" 

"You bastard," Greg breathed. 

"Oh, don't worry. | didn't touch him. Not really my type. But then, there's no accounting for taste." 

"Why did you take him?" 

"To remind you." 

"Of what?" 


"That l'm in control. That | can take everything away from you in an instant, if | so desire." 


"You don't own me. l'm not yours." 


Keith froze, trying to his even his breathing. Greg was talking to someone on the phone. Who was it? The man 
he had alluded to earlier - hours ago, it seemed - who might be behind Carl's kidnapping? 


"Oh, | think you and | both know that's not true," the man chuckled. "After all, | had you first 


"Doesn't change a fucking thing." 


‘| see you still have a dirty mouth on you. Your boy ever get a taste of it?" 
"Fuck you" 

"| have. Did you call me to swear, or do you have anything else to say to me?" 
Plenty. "No 

‘Very good. I'll be in touch Click 


Greg exhaled a shaky breath and set down the phore, leaning on the counter for support. Keith tentatively 


poked his head around the corner. 
"How much did you hear?" Greg asked wearily. 

"All of it" Keith apologized. 

Greg sighed. "He's the man who ordered Carl kidnapped! 
"Why? What did he want? Not - money?" 


"No. He's got plenty of that. It was to remind me that he can take what he wants. He-" Greg rubbed a hand 


over his face. Keith stepped closer to him. "He was showing off his power." 

"Power? What the hell power does he have?" 

Greg looked up at Keith, and then away. "I've been reporting to him." 

Keith was stunned quiet. 

"And paying him off" 

There was nothing he could say. 

"And | used to work for him." 

"God!" Keith blurted out, and Greg jumped, shame etched on his face. "I'm gonna kick his fucking ass!" 
"What?" That was not the reaction Greg was expecting. 

"That asshole - for so - does Carl know?" 


"Yes," Greg confessed. 


Keith looked - almost sad. "I wish you'd trusted me enough to tell me." 


"No!" Greg almost shouted. "No, Keith, | trust you, | trust you with - | didn't want you to think any less of me, 
is all. And Carl understands what it's like to - to be young and-" 


Keith stepped forward, very much into Greg's personal space. "I have nothing but the utmost respect for you." 
"Nothing but?" Greg asked, voice low. 

"Well," Keith conceded. "Maybe a few other things.’ 

The two men stood in the kitchen on the edge of a precipice. Carl was not there - he was, in fact, just getting 
out of the shower - but his presence was keenly felt. And then he was, in a way, invoked by Keith, who could 
only be an honest man in matters of the heart. 

"| kissed him," he said. "Carl. Twice." 

"| know," Greg said. "You should kiss me too.” 

Keith did. 

It was tentative and dewy-new, but the kiss felt innately right, like the last piece of a puzzle sliding slowly into 
place. Keith's skin was rough against Greg's - the stubble of his cheeks, the drag of hips lips, the calluses of 
his palm as it curved up Greg's cheek. Softness was a new concept for Keith, and while Greg was not, by any 
stretch of the word, weak, his physical self was neither slim like Carl nor hard and muscular like Keith. It was, 
in a word, soft. 

"God," Keith whispered, the air hot and lazy between them. 


"Yeah," Greg agreed, breathless and nestled close. 


"Finally," came Carl's voice from the doorway. "I thought | was going to have to bribe you two with ass and 


Tequila” 

"Carll" Greg laughed while Keith was cracking up. A palpable relief had flooded the room - the whole house - 
and at its center, balanced between the three of them, something delicate and shining and new, a shimmering 
dawn on a foggy morning. 


Carl yawned, 


"You should sleep," Greg said. "You've had a long day.’ 


"We all have," Keith corrected, because over his dead body was he going to let Greg stay up working all night. 
He looked about ready to drop. 


"Well let's go to bed then," Carl said, reaching his arms out and tucking himself between Greg and Keith. They 
didn't argue with him. Carl knew they wouldn't. He had been working towards this goal for a long while. They 
weren't at the finish line quite yet, but they were close. Carl felt warm, and safe, and fuzzy with lack of sleep. 
Yes, he thought, quite pleased, the great big bed would be plenty big for the three of them. 


the crimson kingpin 
Chris had been expecting the call, but that didn't lessen the impact. 


‘I'd like to meet with you, Squire," drawled the King. "Tomorrow, at three, in my house. You know the way, | 
trust?" 


"Yes," Chris said through gritted teeth. Rick had warned him not to say anything else, to only nod and obey, 
but it went against everything Chris knew. 


Excellent. Come alone. | will know if you don't" he hung up, and Chris turned to the Wake Man, standing silently 
at the door. 


"Three in the afternoon. You can't come," he said, and Rick nodded. He had been expecting as much. 


"Don't arm yourself," Rick said. This wasn't an issue. Chris could kill with his bare hands just as easily as with 


a gun or knife. "And don't show any weakness." That might be harder. But Chris had plenty of practice. 


A sleepless night followed and an early dawn arose. At precisely three o'clock, Christopher Squire found himself 
standing outside an enormous mansion tucked unobtrusively in the west side of the city. His territory, and 
didn't that just piss him the fuck off. It looked modern, on the outside, but he suspected - judging from the 
architecture - the inside would be a bit more old-fashioned, and quite luxurious. He was correct, as the door 
was opened by a tall man with a bald head and a mustache. A man Chris only knew very lightly, thanks to Rick 
- Tony Levin. Levin ushered him into a spacious foyer, with marble floors and quite ornate decorations, the 
sort of entry-way one could imagine a ball gown sweeping through. It was spotless, save for a quietly angry 


Tony Banks, sitting on the only bench in the hall. 


"Please wait here," Levin said, before leaving. Chris delicately took a seat next to Tony, who was clearly as 


startled by Squire's presence as Squire was of him. 

"So," Squire began" 

"So," Banks replied. 

Neither man was willing to reveal a shred of information before the other, but both were desperate to know 
what the other was doing there, if the other was in the same situation - if, perhaps, these two civil enemies 
might temporarily, and out of necessity, become allies. 


"Did you hear Lake's boy was kidnapped?" Chris ventured to say. 


"Yes, he was found on the North Side," Tony replied. "But | didn't take him, as l'm sure you know.’ 


‘Oh, certainly. There'd be no reason" Chris glanced sideways at the shorter man, trying to forget the fact that 
he had put a price on Jon's head. Of course, he himself had done the same with Peter. Nothing personal. Just 
the way things worked. 


The ice between them was broken by the entrance, through the grand doorway, of GregLake. 
"Aw, hell,” he groaned upon seeing Banks and Squire staring at him. "He's got you too?" 


Chris and Tony glanced at each other as Greg settled himself between them to wait. It was odd, for all three 


of them to be in the same place, at the same time, somewhere other than the café. 

"I almost feel as if | should be ordering a coffee," Tony commented drying, and the other two chuckled 
"While we're here, Banks, | may as well ask - did you get the money?" Greg inquired. 

"Yes. It arrived this morning." 

"Very good." 


The three most powerful men in the city sat on the bench like naughty schoolboys awaiting the headmaster. 


After a few long minutes, Levin returned. 


"He'll see you now," Levin informed them, and Chris chafed at the disrespectful way they were being treated. 
Summoning them, and then making them wait - in a foyer, no less! - before acting like he was doing them such 
a huge favor by seeing them. And the fact that they were all trotting along obediently was even more 
sickening. One glance at Greg and Tony told Chris that they felt much the same way. The three men followed 
Levin - who seemed a pleasant enough sort of fellow, almost suspiciously unsuspecting - through the house, 
which was just as sterile and sumptuous as the marbled foyer had been. They went up an enormous spiral 
staircase, over which dangled a razor-delicate chandelier, and to the second floor, to a room that looked like a 
lounge. It showed some mild signs of habitation - books scattered about, half-empty liquor bottles on the 
sideboard. Among the expensive furniture were two luxurious couches facing one another, and Levin quietly 
gestured to one of them. Evidently, they were to sit. And so they sat. There were a few arching windows, the 
room was well-lit. Levin slipped out of the main door and after a bare moment, a small, modest side door 


opened. A shadow fell across the sun. Across the city. 

"Good afternoon, gentlemen," said Robert Fripp, the crimson kingpin. 

On one side, Chris could feel Banks grow cold, like a solidifying glacier. On his other side, Greg tensed up, a clear 
fight-or-flight response, only Chris didn't know which. For his own part, he was less than impressed with the 
small, mushroom-like man in front of him, all round glasses and close-cropped beard, but his lack of awe was 


in no way a lack of respect for the king's power. 


‘I'm sure you're all wondering why I've gathered you here today." He poured himself a drink and did not offer 


any. "| wanted to introduce you to one another. You all know each other, of course, one way or another, but 
you are not, | think, aware of your mutual acquaintance. That is, myself." He sat on the couch across from the 
three, glass in hand, sprawling a bit, taking up as much room as he pleased. He was gloating, Chris realized. 


Gloating. And he had more than enough reason too. 


"Banks has known me for quite awhile. Been paying me, too. You as well, Squire. You've been quite wonderfully 
obliging. And Greg, well - we're old friends.” The burn of humiliation was splashed across the three of them, 
now. It was true - at least on Chris’ part, he knew, and if it was true of him, it must be true of the other 
two. He had been making payments to the crimson kingpin for a long while now, of both money and information, 
and in exchange, things had gone smoothly enough for him - and now, it seemed, all of the lies were coming 


into the light. 


"But | have been too quiet for too long, | think | wanted all three of you to know your place, especially as it 
relates to my place." He took a slow sip of his drink. "And of course, | think | should like more money. After all, 
| have more resporsibilities now. More folk to take care of. After all, Squire, you kept your boy in quite the lap 
of luxury, did you not?" 


Chris' heart blazed fire, while his mind frosted with ice. "You could say," he replied. 


"He was staying with the Wake Man, did you know that? In the worst sort of one-bedroom apartment. | 
thought that quite unfair, for such a pretty lad. Oh, but | suppose you could ask him yourself," Fripp said as 


the door opened again, and in peered a trim, dark-haired man. "Ah, Jon! Yes, come in" 


Chris' entire world shrank and focused to the step of his former lover over the threshold, his walk to the 
sofa, where he settled uncomfortably next to Fripp, eyes flickering around the room, skipping over and always, 
always coming back to Chris. He had played many games of poker in his life, but keeping a straight face and a 
level head had never been quite so hard. The only think stopping him from beating Fripp to death with his hat 
was the looming, silent presence of Tony Levin, who stood quietly in the corner with a hand resting 
nonchalantly inside his jacket. 


"Tell me, Jon, isn't it nicer here than in that awful hole-in-the-wall you were staying in? Fripp was dangling Jon 
in front of Chris - Rick had warned him that this was probably the case, but nothing could prepare him for 
the shock, the anger, the pain. 


‘Oh yes," Jon said lightly. "Its quite lovely and ever so big. You saw, I'm sure." He gestured to the dons. 
"Although I've been trying to tell Robert, what | really need are some flowers. Don't you agree? Something 
white, perhaps. Heather," he said, looking Chris in the eye for a split second. "Or iris, maybe." 


"White flowers would look quite nice, | think," said Banks, ever the polite diplomat. He knew nothing of the 
language of flowers, nor of Jon's language, nor of the white heather Chris had laid on a dead man a few days 


prior. Jon had asked for white heather. Jon had asked for protection 


Fripp knew nothing of flowers, save for what happened when you put them in a vase. "Well, we'll see." 


"Big house, for two people," Chris commented, trying to sniff out the facts. 


"Two people? Oh, no," Fripp laughed. "We number five, at the moment." Fripp, Levin, Jon - Chris could feel Tony 
and Greg counting off in his head. Two others? 


The main door opened. Bill Bruford stepped in, followed by a delicate man it took everyone a moment to 


recognize. Chris didn't really care. He nearly catapulted himself out of his seat at the sight of Bill 
"Hey, boss," Bill said to him, throwing himself into a chair with a cocky grin. "Fancy seeing you here." 


"Bruford, you asshole," Chris said quite clearly and calmly. Traitor. How long? How long had Bruford been 
working for Fripp? What had he told the crimson kingpin? 


Next to him, Banks shifted. "I like what you've done with your hair." 


With a start, Chris realized the man next to Bill was Peter Gabriel. His hair had been cut so short he looked 


almost shorn, a far cry form the fey incubus he had been in photos. 


Meanwhile, Greg was trying to figure out if there was anybody present who hadn't fucked at least one other 


person in the room. He doubted it. 


"Is quite a lovely house," Tony commented to Peter. "You always did have expensive tastes." He gestured 
around at the rich décor. "Must be a nice place to be kept" 


"lts not a bad place to work, but its a sight bigger than what I'm used to," Peter shot back 


There was an awful lot of venom in the room, Chris noted. Fripp seemed to be quite enjoying it. Basking in his 
victory. And why should he not? As long as he had Jon, Chris would be under his thumb. Everyone knew it. 

The crimson kingpin must have had something over Lake, too, Chris suspected. Probably related to the brief 
kidnapping of Carl Palmer. Fripp had all of them - and, by proxy, the entire city - in the palm of his hand. He 


could choose to crush them at any time. 

"Do you think | give a damn that you've got Peter?" Tony said suddenly to Fripp. "Congratulations, he's a great 
fuck and he's yours now. But I've never taken kindly to traitors, personally or professionally. You want him, 
you've got him, but don't try and dangle him in front of me. I'll not be baited" He stood and was out the door 
before anyone could do anything to stop him. Fripp didn't seem too surprised, though. 

"Tony!" peter jumped up and dashed out after him. He caught up to Tony at the end of the hall. "Tony, wait-" 


With a single fluid motion, Don Banks had whirled around, flung Peter against the wall, and pinned him there. 


"What do you want from me?" hissed Tony. 


"l-" Peter could say nothing. Tony was an inch or two shorter than he was, but he had always felt the need to 
go belly-up for him. He couldn't help but remember back when they were at school together, young and stupid 
and desperately wanting, when they were two painfully shy and quiet boys. 


Tony remembered, too. 


But they hadn't been alone. There had been two others with them, two who cast long shadows. One dead and 


cold in the ground, and one as unreachable as the stars. 


"It doesn't matter how short your hair is," Tony finally said. "You're always going to be somebody's bitch." He 
released Peter and started walking away, shoes clicking on the marble. At the head of the stairs, he turned 


back momentarily. 

"This is a den of wolves," he said quietly. "But Levin is a good man" Peter watched him quietly as he left. 
Back in the lounge, Fripp was chuckling. "How dramatic." 

"Something you know nothing about," commented Greg, with the deftest touch of sarcasm. 

Ill send him details of what he owes me," Fripp said lazily. "I trust | can depend on your cooperation?” The 
corner of his mouth quirked sideways in a smug smirk of triumph. Of course Chris was going to fucking 


cooperate. He didn't know what the kingpin had on Lake - he could guess - but as long as Jon was perched on 
that couch like a bird blown off-course, Chris was in a vise. 


"Hmm," he replied, with a tight-lipped smile. Fripp had stretched out his arms, relishing the space he took up, 
so it seemed. One hand came to the base of Jon's neck and started toying with his hair in calculated 
nonchalance. Chris quietly simmered in rage. If sheer ire could kill, half the occupants of the room would be 


long gone. 


"I think we're done here," Fripp said. “Unless either of you gentlemen have anything else you would like to 


discuss?" 

"You've made your points quite clear," Chris answered. 

"There's nothing more to say," Greg finished. 

"Excellent. You're dismissed." 

Chris bristled at the disrespect, but he had to rise and obey. It took all of his self-control not to grab Jon on 
his way out - just throw him over his shoulder and ferry him away - but Levin still stood dangerously in the 


corner, and Bill, that asshole, was probably armed. He left that room emptyhanded, Greg behind him and Levin 


escorting them out the door. Banks was nowhere to be seen. When the two remaining Dons reached the 


sidewalk, they glanced at each other briefly. 
"He's not fucking Anderson," Greg said suddenly. 
"What?" Why the hell would Lake say that? 


"He acts differently with people he's sleeping with." How the hell would Lake know that? "He wants you to think 
he's fucking your boy, but he's not. Just messing with your head." 


"Are you sure?" 
"Positive." His voice was rock-solid 


"Well. Um. Thank you." Chris tipped his had in a gesture of courtesy. Greg nodded and went on his way. Chris 
started walking in the opposite direction, but stopped when he saw the movement in one of the mansion's high 


windows. 
Jon stood alone, peering out. 


Chris had always had keen sight, and he was able to look Jon in the face, despite the distance. From this angle, 
Jon looked even more like a delicate bird, trapped in a gilded age. Jon waved - shyly, tentatively. Chris glanced 
around quickly to make sure nobody was watching him - they were not - before reading deep into his pocket 
and withdrawing a necklace, holding it up and letting it glint in the afternoon sunlight. A brilliant grin exploded 
across Jon's face and Chris couldn't help a quiet smile himself. Their connection was still there. Even with the 


distance, even after all that had happened. 

He was going to get Jon back 

Chris wouldn't do it alone, of course. He couldn't. It would take time, and money, and in all likelihood, no small 
amount of bloodshed. But Chris would get Jon back if it was the last thing he ever did. He touched his 
fingertips to his hat and inclined his head, as much of a promise as he could make to Jon while he was 
standing on a sidewalk and Jon was locked up in his tower. Then he walked swiftly away, leaving a piece of his 
heart behind. 

Meanwhile, in the lounge, Fripp had sent Jon away and sat with his two soldiers. 

"He won't be controlled,” said the crimson kingpin. 


Bill nodded. Levin agreed. 


Fripp sighed, swirling the last of his drink in the bottom of his glass before making up his mind He shrugged 
and finished the whiskey. "Very well,” he said quite calmly. "Kill him." 


con/sum/mate 


Carl found it hard to sit still when he was worried. The entire time Greg was at his meeting, he had cleaned 
the kitchen, vacuumed the hallway, done a load of laundry - washed, dried, and folded - and had moved on to 
dusting the knickknacks in the den, where Keith was sitting on the couch, a beer in one hand, watching a hockey 
game. 

"Carl?" he said, glancing up. 

"Yes?" The reply was harried. 

"You've cleaned that vase three times." 


"| - ah." 


Carl walked by, on his way to more busywork, but Keith snaked out an arm and grabbed him around the waist, 
putting him onto the touch and onto his lap, with very little resistance. 


"You're going to wear yourself out, and then what will we do when Greg gets home?" he asked. 


Carl blinked up at him. "Oh. | hadn't thought about that." 


‘lm just saying. He's going to be real stressed and we're going to have to figure out a way to get him relaxed" 
Keith started carding his rough fingers through Carl's silky hair, and Carl practically melted in his lap. 


| guess | have a few ideas," Carl mumbled. 

Keith was trying to figure out whether or not it was ok to start kissing Carl without Greg there - he was 
leaning towards yes, as long as he kissed Greg in equal amounts later - when the front door opened and Carl 
sprung up in a flash. Keith went at a more sedate pace, heart thudding in his chest, and found the two of 
them standing in the foyer, Greg's arms wrapped protectively around Carl. 


"Keith," Greg mumbled. "C'mere." 


Keith went, tentatively running his hand up and down Greg's back. He knew how unusual it was for Greg to 


have a moment of weakness. That he should be allowed to witness it - a blessing. 
"How'd it go?" heasked. 


"Worse than we thought," Greg replied. "He's got Barks and Squire, too. Hell, he's keeping Jon Anderson in the 
house with him, just to make sure Squire does what he says. Pretty much holding him hostage. Just like-" 


Carl and Keith's eyes met over Greg's shoulder. They knew what Greg was thinking, because they were thinking 
the same thing. How easy it would have been for the kingpin to take Carl as well. Keep him like a trophy. 


Distraction, Keith decided, was the way To go. 


He laid a gentle kiss on the tense knot of muscle where Greg's neck met his shoulder. the crime boss of South 


Side shivered. 
"You two," Greg growled without much grumpiness. 


"Yep!" Carl giggled. "Now, do you want me on my knees right here, or would you rather go somewhere more 
comfortable?" 


Without saying a word, Greg grabbed what he could reach - Carl's shirt-collar, Keith's wrist - and started 
dragging them towards the bedroom. But Keith was never one to be properly manhandled, and he wrestled free 
of Greg's grip before pushing him up against the wall and kissing him. Greg did not oppose this, but he did 
object to Keith wearing clothing, and attempted to divest him of his shirt. Carl appeared behind Keith and 
stripped the t-shirt off him - a not completely selfless act, as it allowed him the opportunity to run his hands 
over Keith's torso. 


"You know what they say about short men," Carl grinned as he snaked his hand around Keith's hips and onto 
the sizeable bulge in his jeans. 


"Fuck you," Keith replied quite happily, undoing Greg's buttons, one by one. 

"Please do," Carl asked politely. 

Keith looked at Greg. 

"Well, if we can get off this wall and into-" 

"Right, right," agreed Keith, and there followed an ungainly scramble to get to the bed, which resulted in a 
great amount of clothing scattered around the hallway, on the threshold, and - in the case of Keith's boxers - 
over a lamp. Carl was scooped up and deposited on the bed between his two lovers, and the three men traded 
kisses for long, aching minutes, hands gliding over soft skin, gently exploring. 

"Please," Carl finally whispered, when he was reduced to gently writhing against the coverlet, needing sensation 
"Please what? Greg asked. 

"Please, | really want Keith to fuck me," Carl said in a rush. He'd been thinking about it for a very long time 


now — wondering what it would be like - and finally the opportunity to solve the mystery was in his grasp. 
Literally. 


"That work for you?" Greg asked Keith. 
"Hell yes," was the reply. 


"Great. Let's get to it” Greg, the closest to the bedside table, rolled over and grabbed a tube of lube. "You 


ever slept with a man before?" 
Keith looked at him disdainfully, even as he took the tube from him. "Are you kidding me?" 
"Just asking." 


"Plenty of pretty young men at Bitches Crystal. Although | gotta say, none of ‘em were anywhere near as 
fuckin’ beautiful as Carl." 


Greg looked down at Carl, who was splayed on all fours and hiding his blush behind his long, loose hair. That 
was one of the things Greg loved about Carl - and that Keith would come to love too - how when the filthiest 
things were whispered into his ear, he just grinned, but the most innocent compliment turned him into a shy, 


flushed mess. 

"Oh!" Carl gasped quietly as one of Keith's slick fingers probed at his entrance. Greg cupped his jaw in one hand, 
tilting Carl's head up, the better to watch his wide, shimmering eyes with. He loved seeing the look of relaxed 
bliss that slowly flickered and spread over Carl's face, and he loved that Keith was putting it there. 


"Mm!" Carl cut off the involuntary noise with great effort, starting to tremble with anticipation. Greg grinned 
at Keith. 


"| took piano lessons when | was a kid," Keith admitted. "Talented fingers, and all." 
Well, well. Greg would have to test them out sometime. 


"C'mon, Keith, do it already,” Carl begged after several minutes of being teased between the two men - Greg's 
hands on his chest, Keith's kisses trailing up his spine - and, of course, his magic fingers. 


Keith looked at Greg, as if for permission Greg nodded, taking the opportunity to trail his eyes over Keith's 
body. He couldn't help but feel a bit of masculine competition Not that he felt threatened by Keith's manhood 
or anything - actually, his cock looked like a hella good time for further mischief in the future. Keith hauled 
Carl up onto his hands and knees, arranging him in position with about as much effort as it would take to 


move a rag doll, 
"Ready?" Keith asked, just to be sure. 


"Yeah. l'm good." 


Keith entered him slowly, carefully, and Greg felt Carl's hands flex and tighten around his thighs, nails nipping 
into his skin. He thought he knew each one of Carl's breathy moans, but he was fascinated by the new sounds 
Carl was making, the effect Keith was having on him. 


"Harder," Carl demanded. Keith hesitated, aware of his own strength and not wishing to overstep. "I'm not gonna 
break," Carl protested. Keith glanced at Greg for quick confirmation Greg nodded. Keith looked him dead in the 
eyes, smiled, and began to fuck Carl however he darn well pleased. Carl's enthusiastic moans were quickly 
muffled as he leaned forward and took Greg's cock into his mouth. Greg gasped at the sudden wet heat, 
rocking his hips slowly. He slid his hands deeply into Carl's silky hair, catching the edge of the necklace on his 
fingers and yanking it just a bit. Carl moaned again, loudly, the effect felt by all three men, and Keith slid one 
of his hands up the smooth plane of Carl's back and tangled his fingers with Greg's, the slim silver chain 
threaded between them, so fine they could barely feel it, once it had warmed to the heat of their bodies. 


Greg leaned forward, his free hand yanking Keith's shaggy hair and pulling him close, kissing him - gently, 


almost innocently at first, and then more in line with their currently activities, deeply, sensuously. 
"Boss," Keith moaned several minutes later, his thrusts becoming jerkier, losing a bit of control. 


Greg could feel his own orgasm building. Carl had many gifts, but a gag reflex was not one of them, and it 


showed. "Do it," he whispered. "I want to see you." 


"F-uck," Keith growled, stuttering out a few more short, sharp thrusts before burying himself deep in Carl and 
shouting as he came, fingers curled tightly around the chain. Watching Keith come undone set Greg off quick 
as a gunshot, and he was careful not to yank on Carl's hair too hard, even when overcome with bliss. Panting, 
Keith pulled out and leaned on his elbows next to Carl, who pulled himself up on his knees, still hard and 
trembling with need. He didn't speak - couldn't - just whimpered and looked at Greg with his wide, wide eyes. 


"Babe, you were so good," Greg crooned, gently caressing Carl's face with his knuckles. "Let me take care of 
that, mmkay?" He winked at Keith, and then with one smooth move, flipped Carl onto his back, slid down the 
bed, and took nearly the whole length of Carl's cock into his mouth. Carl gasped, back arching, almost laughing 
with the sensation, the relief. Keith stared, enthralled and a little horny, despite having had an orgasm mere 
moments ago, because who could look at Greg Lake's head bobbing slowly up and down like that, lips red and 


stretched and shiny, and not feel a low pull of arousal? 
God, they were gorgeous. 


Carl came very quickly, in part due to Keith pushing him so close to the edge again and again, and in part due 
to Greg's talented tongue. Greg stretched himself out next to Carl, wiping his mouth and grinning like a cat. 


"Well, damn," Keith finally said after a few minutes of quiet. 


"Yeah," Greg agreed. 


"We're gonna have to wash up," Carl said, sitting up and stretching. "Good thing we have a master bath." 
Keith vaguely remembered they had a large tub. Possibly with jets. "How many people can you fit in there?" 
"The manual said five," Greg grinned. "You wanna go test out three?" 


Unsurprisingly, Keith did. 


man down 


Author's Notes: 
| needed a new tagline. 


Tony had been in a stormy mood for a few days, but Mike had managed to manage it. He had kept Tony's 
favorite vintage of wine chilled and at hand, shooed Phil out of the way - Banks usually had an appreciation, or 
at least a tolerance, for Phil's jokes and flippancies, but not when he was pissed off - and generally made sure 
things were running as smoothly as possible. And still, the set of Tony's jaw hadn't changed. 


It worried Mike. 


He didn't know what had gone on at the meeting Tony had gone to. But word on the streets had spotted Peter 
Gabriel, with a brand-new haircut, getting up to what Mike could only assume was some sort of mischief. And 


now he was standing stone-faced at Tony's shoulder as he and their personal banker moved funds around. 


| want two third of the next payment | receive to go straight into the offshore account," Tony said quietly to 
the spectacled man, who typed quietly on his laptop. 


"Are you certain?" 
"Oh yes. Quite sure." 


"Because the potential interest rates-" Mike started tuning out the chatter. Numbers were never really his 
thing. Instead, he looked unobtrusively over Tony's shoulder, appearing to study the screens but actually 
contemplating a stray curl at the base of Tony's neck. He didn't usually let himself admire his boss in such a 
physical way - and especially not in public - but it had been a long, boring day, and they'd been in there for 


over an hour. 

"All right. Call me on my personal line when everything's gone through." Mike snapped back to attention when 
he heard Tony say this. Don Banks shook hands with Chester Thompson, finance expert, and rose to leave. Mike 
nodded at the banker and followed Tony out. 


"Everything set up on the docks?" 


"Yes, sir," Mike said as they stepped out onto the sidewalk It was getting on in the evening, and the street was 


pleasantly empty. "Shipments are all ready to go. And the imports have been put under new management" 


"Mike," Tony smiled up at him, the first real grin Mike had seen him display in weeks. "You don't have to call 


me sir." 


Then his face went curiously blank, and he crumpled to the ground. 


"Tony!" Mike shouted, forgetting propriety as he watched a red stain spread across Tony's jacket. He had 
caught him, automatically, right before he hit the ground, and with one arm clutching him upright, Mike 
reached into his jacket for his own gun, eyes scouring to see where the bullet had come from. A flash of coat 
on a rooftop, and then any evidence was gone. Sniper. Had to be. That explained the silence. Mike's instinct was 
to chase the hit man down, pound him into gravel, but no. No, that would wait because Tony was hurt oh god 


oh god he'd been shot- 
All this in a matter of seconds. 


"Tony?" This time a frantic gasp as Mike shifted clothes aside, trying to figure out where the bullet had 
struck. On the right side, thank god, and up high, it looked. The sniper had missed Don Banks’ vital organs. 


But he was still bleeding fast. 

"Fuck," groaned Tony, and Mike could have sobbed in relief. Conscious. That was good. 
‘Come on, we gotta get you to a hospital," Mike said. 

"No," Tony said, his voice pain-jagged but adamant. 


Fuckin’ hell, Tony, you've been shot!" Mike half-carried, half-dragged him towards the car, using his own body 
to shield Tony as much as possible - just in case. 


"Get Kate," he gasped, and Mike growled. He trusted Kate as much as was possible, but part of him still wanted 
to take Tony to a licensed doctor. However, there was no arguing with Don Banks. He put Tony in the passenger 
seat and took off his jacket, balling it up and shoving it at him. 


"Put some pressure on it," Mike gunned the engine with one hand and dialed Kate with another. 
"Hel-" 


"Tony's been shot. Right shoulder. Get to the house as fast as you can | don't care what laws of God or man 
you need to break, just do it" He hung up and drove without giving many fucks for the red lights or stop signs 
he ran. Pay ‘em off later. He reached across the front seat and pressed the jacket harder to Tony's wound, 
trying to staunch the flaw with one hand. Tony hissed, breathing labored. Mike's jacket was stained crimson, 


now. 


"Fucking Fripp," Tony muttered. Mike had no idea what that meant, and obviously Tony was in no position to 
explain. The seconds ticked slowly by as Tony got paler and paler. By the time they got back to the mansion - 


too long too long - he was barely able to stand under his own power. 


"Sorry about this," Mike said as he picked Tony up to carry him inside. Tony cried out as his shoulder was 
accidentally jostled, and the sound struck Mike at his core. He had wondered for years what it might feel like 
to have Tony in his arms, but he'd not wanted it like this. Never like this. A sickening fear creeped through his 
gut. Mike had seen many, many gunshots in his time, but at the moment he could only think of one. Another 
sniper job. But Mike hadn't been there when Ant had died. 


He couldn't lose Tony. 

Movies showed action heroes leaping about heroically with shoulder wounds, like it was nothing, but there were 
lots of valuable veins and vessels located within, and Mike's jacket was covered in sticky-dark red. He lay Tony 
on the table, long and flat and at a convenient Kate-height, sliding a slim pillow underneath his head. Goddamit, 

he thought, glancing toward the hall, where the hell was she. 


"Tony?" Mike tried to keep his voice steady, even as he pressed gentle down on the wound in an effort to 
staunch the bleeding. "How you feeling?" 


"Bloody great," Tony hissed out through shivering breaths. Mike couldn't help but smile. Not even a bullet could 
get rid of Tony's dry humor. 


Tony's eyes started to flutter shut. 
"Tony!" Mike panicked and slapped him across the face. Not very hard, but enough to jolt him awake. 


"You," Tony gasped, blinking up at him. The light red bloom across his cheek flared only briefly and contrasted 
horribly with his waning, waxy skin 


"Don't talk," Mike said. "Just stay with me." 

"Not hard," Tony whispered. Mike swallowed around the lump in his throat. 

"ll find whoever did this," Mike promised him. Tony shook his head slightly. A look of clarity crossed his 
features. "Oh, but you know who did this," he realized. "This has to do with that meeting you wouldn't tell me 
about, doesn't it?" 

Tony had the good sense to look vaguely chagrined. 

"How am | supposed to keep you safe if you don't tell me what to look out for?" 


Tony looked up at him, pain in his eyes. 


"Where the hell is she?" Mike mumbled, glowering at the door. When his gaze returned to Tony, his breathing 
had slowed and his eyes has slid shut. 


"Tony!" Mike slapped him again - he'd catch hell for it later - and Tony stirred. Awash with relief, and still 
gripped by fear, Mike leaned down and kissed him. 


He might have stiffened, or swooned, were his body not so wrecked. As it was, Tony's breath quickened, and 
his heart, beating sluggishly, jack-rabbited. He curled his bloody fingertips into the front of Mike's shirt, a stain 
that would only be found later. 

"Mike." Tony whispered. 


And then, the sound of Kate's footsteps clicking across the linoleum. 


Mike straightened himself upright just as she entered the room, jaw set and ready for anything. She put her 
black bag on the table next to Tony and started checking his pulse. 


"What happened?" she asked 

Mike explained quickly. Kate nodded and snapped on her rubber gloves. 

"lll do my best," she promised, and went to work. "Do you know anyone who matches Tony's blood type?" 
Mike thought for a moment, sifting through his memories. "Yeah. Steve" 

"Well, get him over here. We're going to have to do a transfusion Of course, it should be done at a hospital-" 
"No," Tony mumbled, still conscious enough to protest: 


"Then we'll need Steve." Kate nodded at Mike, dismissing him. He went out into the hallway to make the phone 


call 

"Steve, are you healthy?" 

Uh - | think | pulled a muscle in my back this morning lifting a crate, but basically, yeah" 
"Good. Come to the mansion. Tony's been shot and he needs a blood transfusion" 


"Is he all right?" There was a commotion in the background that, even through the phone, Mike could recognize 


as Phil. 


"Kate's working on him right now," Mike said. "It was a shoulder shot. Now get over here. And bring Phil." He 
hung up and peered around the corner, watching Kate work. She was completely focused, now, wild hair tied 
back for once. It wasn't Don Banks on the table, it was just a patient, and she treated all patients the same - 
quickly and thoroughly. Mike idly ran his fingers over his torso, where he had several short, sharp scars that 


had been patched up by Kate on that very table. He watched as she gave Tony a shot of localized anesthetic, 
but he knew it wouldn't do much, not with the damage already done. 


Mike waited alone for several minutes until Phil and Steve finally arrived - quiet, for once. They joined Mike in 


the hallway, none daring to go in. 

"Who was it?" Steve asked quietly. 

"lim going to find out," Mike promised. 

"Could it have been Lake or Squire?" 

"Could be, but there's no damn reason. Besides, it was a sniper. Not really their style." 

It was long minutes before Kate had thoroughly cleaned, stitched, and bandaged the wound, but at no time did 
Tony lose consciousness or cease breathing, and Kate didn't shout an emergency. Slowly, Mike's adrenaline- 


fuelled panic ebbed in favor of a quieter fear. What had he done, when he kissed Tony? 


"Steve," Kate said quietly. "Would you come in here, please?" He did, and she began to ask him about what he 
had eaten that day and whether he had been sick recently. 


"He'll be fine,” Phil said to Mike, the first sound he had made since arriving, a rather incredible feat for him. 
"Kate's the best. And Banks is tough." 


"Thanks, Phil." 

Phil didn't really know what to do. He wasn't very good at being comforting, and he did not think Mike would 
much appreciate his cracking wise, so he went to make coffee. A bit late for it, but he had a gut feeling 
nobody would be sleeping much with what remained of the night. Finally, Kate wrapped up her work, and with 
Mike's help, moved Tony to the more comfortable sofa. She handed him two painkillers and he swallowed them 
down. 

"Steve, get a sandwich," she ordered. "Gotta have something in your stomach or else you might faint" 

"lve got it," Phil said, handing Steve a slapdash supper and Kate a mug of coffee. She looked at him, surprised. 
"Thank you." She sipped at the hot drink. "Will you take Steve and, uh. Make sure he eats that sandwich?" 


"Yeah, sure." He and Steve left the room and went to await their orders out of earshot. 


Kate handed Mike a bottle of pills. "No more than two every four hours, they're very strong. I'll come by 


tomorrow to change the bandages." 


"Is he going to be all right?" Mike asked, heart in his hand. 


"I think so. The bullet went clean through, and there's no shrapnel to worry about. There could be infection, 
but if we keep it clean it's a low risk, he's a strong guy.’ 


"Thanks," Tony mumbled, the drugs starting to kick in 


‘It was very lucky that the bullet struck where it did. I'm hoping there won't be any permanent damage, but 
we'll have to wait and see. He should be on bed rest for the next three days." 


"But-" Tony began to protest. 

"No exceptions," Kate cut him off. "After three days, he can do some light paperwork or something, but if he 
starts getting tired, but him back in bed immediately. And no strenuous physical activity for one week. We'll 
see how he's healing then" 


Mike nodded. 


"A week, Mike. No physical activity." She looked at him suspiciously. Mike blushed a little when he realized what 


she was hinting at. 
"Um, no, we - I'll have Phil escort you home," Mike said, snapping to business. 
"Oh, no, I'll be fine on my own" 


"Is not an option, Kate." Mike's voice was serious. "Look, someone damn near killed Tony today. We don't know 


who else might be targeted. Please, just let Phil see you home safe." 

Kate sighed. "All right.” 

Mike called Phil in and gave him his marching orders. 

"We taking your car, then?" Phil asked cheerfully. 

"Ugh. Yes," Kate replied. She turned to Mike. "Remember what | said. I'll be by tomorrow." 


"Thank you," Mike said quietly. Kate left with Phil, and Mike was left alone with Tony. 


in the bedroom 


Let's get you to bed," Mike said to Tony, who was sitting, vaguely sedated, on the couch. He was still pale, but 


not dangerously so, and Mike made a mental note to be very nice to Steve for awhile. 


"All right," Tony yawned. He started to stand, and Mike was at his side in an instant, sliding an arm around his 


waist to support him. He was careful to avoid Tony's bandaged and slinged arm. "| can walk up some stairs!" 


"Just in case," Mike said. "Remember when you had your wisdom teeth out in school and they put you on 
painkillers and you fell down three flights of stairs? We don't need a repeat of that." 


"You and Peter laughed at me," Tony remembered. "Ant got me ice." 


"That's because Ant was much nicer than | was," Mike said, and it only hurt a twinge. "And anyway, it was 


funny, seeing you go ass over teakettle. Was a good break from the usual seriousness.” 


"Ha ha," Tony said with little humor. Mike smiled to himself. He had always liked Tony's grumpiness. It suited 
him. Together, they managed to make their way up the staircase and down the hall. Tony was shirtless - his 
bloody clothes wrapped in plastic and out in the garbage - and Mike could feel the warmth of his bare skin 


He had never been in Tony's bedroom before. It was large, and strangely impersonal. A bookshelf here, a piece 
of art there, and a half-empty closet hanging open. Mike guessed the empty half had belonged to Peter. But 
the rumpled, unmade bed - the maid's day off, clearly - prevented the room from looking like a particularly 


well-furnished hotel. 


"Wait, don't lie down," Mike said, bustling over to the enormous bed. He started propping up pillows against the 
headboard. "You won't want to sleep flat, itll hurt your shoulder." 


"Thanks," Tony said from somewhere behind him. Mike heard a drawer open, and a clunk, and a rustle, and very 
carefully kept his attention on the task at hand. When he turned around again, Tony was standing there, weak 
but unwavering, wearing a pair of light blue pajama pants. It was the most vulnerable Mike had ever seen him. 
"Let me just - get you a glass of water," Mike said, nervous to look at Tony in case his heart should burst. He 
went to the attached bathroom - also huge, also impersonal - and found a glass which he filled in silence, the 


sound of the faucet echoing in the tiled room. When he brought it to the night-stand, Tony was in the bed, 
propped up on the pillows like a throne. 


"Is there anything else you need?" Mike asked. 
Tony shook his head. 


"Well - goodnight. Shout if you need anything.’ He began to turn away, when- 


"Mike?" 

He turned back. 

"Did you mean it?" 

"Mean what?" But Mike knew. 

"When you kissed me. Why did you do it?" 


"| - | wasn't thinking," Mike confessed. "I didn't mean to, and | am quite sorry for losing control of myself. It 


won't happen again." 

"Shame," Tony said quietly. Mike had been staring at the floor, but his eyes snapped back to Tony then. Tony 
reached out his good arm and took Mike's hand, gently tugging him forward. It was the lightest physical touch, 
but Mike was pulled irresistibly. As Tony led, Mike followed, and he came to hover over Tony. 


"Did it really mean nothing to you?" Tony whispered. 


Lie, lie, years of restraint told him to lie - Tony was floating on a cloud of narcotics, probably didn't know what 
he was saying - but he had gone this far, may as well chuck himself off the cliff completely. 


"It meant everything.” 

Slowly, as if not daring to believe, Tony brought his hand up to caress over Mike's jaw and up his cheek. Mike 
turned his head, gently kissed Tony's palm. It wouldn't do for Michael Rutherford to be a gentle romantic, but 
Tony Banks could keep a secret. 

Tony drew Mike down and kissed him. This time, he wasn't bleeding out and fading from consciousness, and Mike 
wasn't in a blind white panic. Mike's lips were slightly chapped - Tony made a mental note to buy him some 
chapstick, Mike was forever losing things - and his mouth was warm and smooth and slick. But when he moved 
his hand away from Mike's face and down to his chest, Mike pulled away. 

"We can't," he said. 

Tony came crashing back down to earth. "You're right. I'm your boss, it would be inappropriate-" 

"What? No! | only meant that Kate told me you weren't allowed to do any vigorous activity for a week." 


"W- a week?" Tony tried not to sound too scandalized or disappointed. 


"Yes. Sorry, but I'm not going to break her rules. She's scary.’ 


"Ive had men killed" 

‘Kate's still scarier” Mike chuckled, and then grew serious. "Is that what's been keeping you?" 

"What do you mean?" 

"Because you're my boss” 

"Well, yes," Tony said frankly. "| didnt want you to feel like | was taking advantage of you." 

"No. Never" 

"And what about you?" Tony asked. "What kept you" 

"Peter," Mike said simply. ‘I dort think he'd have taken it very well if I'd moved in on his territory. Besides, | 
didn't think you'd ever want me” He gestured to his big nose and his gangly limbs, and he could not see what 
Tony saw. 

"Ive always wanted you" Tony smiled, and then yawned 

"Oh, god, | need to let you get to sleep," Mike said, rolling off the bed fluidly. 


"Wait!" Tony called. "You could - you could stay." 


They would have many things to talk about, come day. But those things could wait. It was time for rest. Mike 
kicked off his shoes, unbuttoned his stained shirt, and got back in the bed. 


opened doors 


When Kate got into the car, she let out the breath she didn't realize she had been holding and let her head 


clunk against the steering wheel. 

"0i, you tired? Want me to drive?" Phil asked, sliding into the driver's seat. 

"No, I'm all right." Kate sighed and started the engine, body full of tension. She wished Phil wasn't there, but 
Mike had insisted, and she wasn't about to argue with him, not when Tony had been shot. She shivered. God. 
Easy enough to compartmentalize her mind when she had a patient on the table - there was no room for 
doubt or margin for error there - but the aftermath. In the aftermath, it all came crashing down on her - 
every little thing that might have gone wrong, every single way she might have fucked up. 

"You okay?" 

Kate glanced over at Phil. For all his flippancy, he did look concerned. 

"Yeah, just a bit shaky," Kate admitted. "It's not the worst I've seen" That was true. It had been much worse 
when Mike had been attacked, years ago. He had been so torn up, and she had been so inexperienced - she had 
been working as a bartender, Chrissake, so out of practice - and Tony probably would have killed her if Mike 
had died beneath her hands. But he had survived, and so had she. 

"Do you know who did it?" she asked Phil as she pulled the car out of the driveway. 


"Well, whoever pulled the trigger, it wasn't his idea," Phil said. "Someone was paid to do it, no doubt. | dunno 
who. Coulda been Lake or Squire, | guess, but - why?" 


Kate shrugged. Not her job to find out, but she'd help if she could Wanted to keep those paydays coming, 
after all. Cash couldn't be taxed. And anyway, she liked Tony. And Mike. And the rest of the boys, too, even the 
tiny bastard in the passenger's seat, who was fiddling with the radio. "Is that smooth jazz?" 

"Yeah," Phil grinned sleazily. "You like?" 

"l'm surprised that you like it" 


"What, | can't have an appreciation for higher culture?" 


"If you insist," Kate said doubtfully. It was nice music, she supposed. Reminded her of The Fountain. Which made 
her think - "Have you heard anything about Peter?" 


"Nothing much. No word on who he's working for. And he's got to be working for someone. Oh, but | heard he 
cut his hair." 


"Cut his hair?" 

"Yeah." 

"Well, that's a shame for whoever he's with. It was such a great handle when we were fucking.” 

If Phil had been drinking anything, he would have spit it out all over the dashboard. 

"What?" 

"You know, to hold onto and yank him ‘round a bit. Long hair, yeah?" 

"Yeah, long hair, | know, it's just - you slept with Peter?" 

"Before he got with Tony," Kate said hastily. "No sex is awesome enough to risk Don Banks’ wrath." 

"So it was awesome sex?" 

"Hell yeah," Kate sighed. God, how long had it been since she'd gotten laid? Too long. Her muscles were humming 
with stress and desire. She was looking forward to a long, hot shower and then some quality time with her 
favorite vibrator. 

"But he's so..girly!” Phil looked vaguely put-out by these revelations. 

"So? Best head I've ever had." 


Now Phil looked very put-out. "Well, good on you. And good on Peter," he muttered. 


"Thank you," Kate said, and turned the radio to the Latin music station Phil bided his time, waited until Kate 
was distracted by a left-hand turn, and switched it back to the smooth jazz. 


"You are cruisin’ for a bruisin’," Kate warned him. "Nobody comes into my car and screws up my airwaves.’ 


She glanced over to the passenger's side, and Phil was just sitting there with a huge, shit-eating grin on his 
face. Kate sighed with a small degree of fondness. Typical monkey man. 


It didn't take long for them to reach Kate's apartment building. Not a lot of traffic at that hour. 
"Okay, well, I'm here," Kate said, parking her car. "You gonna walk home, or you want me to call you a cab?" 
"Il catch a cab, after I've seen you to your door," Phil said. 


"Look, I'm a big girl and-" 


"Mike asked me to see you safely inside your apartment." Phil's voice was serious, this time, and Kate nodded. 
"All right, if Mike said so. But | hope you're okay with taking the stairs. | didn't get to the gym today." 


"Nah, | don't mind,” Phil said, following her inside. Kate honestly wasn't sure if she was taller than him, or if it 


was just her heels. 


They walked up the fourth floor, where Kate's modest apartment was. She put the key in the lock and clicked 


open the door. 
"Okay, well" 

And then a hand shot out from behind the door and grabbed her. 

She was yanked backwards, and Phil leaped forward, gun drawn. "Katel" 


"The fuck are you?" panted the man who had Kate in front of him like a human shield, a knife at her throat. 


"Bitch, you were supposed to be alone!" 

"Surprise!" Phil grinned, keeping his voice light as he sized up the situation. Big, twitchy man. Probably a rented 
tweaker. Cheap labor. Obviously a hired guy. The question was who was paying him and why, but the more 
pressing question, for Phil, was how to get him the hell away from Kate. 

"Get the fuck out of here," the man growled at Phil 

"No, I'm fine where | am," Phil replied, the grip on his pistol rock-solid. 

"Well well, looks like we got ourselves a Mexican standoff" It was true, the three of them were in a bit of a 
pickle. Phil had a gun drawn on the other man, but he had a knife to Kate's neck. If he killed her - which was 
undoubtedly his job - Phil would drop him in a second. But Phil couldn't shoot him without hitting Kate. 
"Maybe we can resolve this like reasonable men," Phil said, his voice even and serious. "Somebody's paying you, 
yeah? | can pay you more. You don't have anything personal against her. Why don't you let her go, and I'll see 
to it that you leave this room a rich man" 

"No," the man shook his head. "No, you don't mess with the King. When he says jump, you fuckin’ jump." 

"The King?" Phil was puzzled He had never heard of him. "You mean..Squire?" 


"No, | mean the fuckin’ King." 


Phil looked Kate in the eye. She shrugged, indicating that she had no idea who this King fellow was. 


"All right, all right, but you've got a knife and I've got a gun, so why don't you let her go while I'm still patient 
enough to work out a deal with you. I've got cash on demand, see." With one hand, he slowly reached into his 
pocket, making no sudden movements, and pulled out a sizeable wad of bills, dropping it to the floor. The man 
looked at it, trying to count it, and in his moment of distraction, Kate struck. 

She slammed her elbow directly back into his solar plexus, knocking the wind out of him and causing his grip to 
loosen enough for her to slip out, although the blade of his knife knicked along her collarbone. As soon as she 
was out, Phil fired a single shot. The man dropped like a stone. Ignoring the cash and the corpse, Phil dashed 
across the floor to Kate, who pressed a hand to her collarbone, shaking slightly. 

"Kate? Are you okay? Shit, you're bleeding-" 

Its not bad," she said faintly. "I'll put a band-aid on it" 


Phil took her face gently in his hands, guiding their gazes together. He still couldn't tell who was taller. It didn't 
matter to him. "Kate, you did wonderful,” he said gently. "Exactly perfect. You're fine now. It's all over." 


She nodded, the panic receding from her eyes, although she was still shaking a bit. Adrenaline-fear and sharp 
weapons had that effect. 


"Good shot," she said. 

"You too," Phil replied. 

"What should we do about him?" Kate pointed to the dead guy. 

"Well, if you want to do it all official-like, we can call the cops. It was pretty clearly self-defense. Or, if you 
don't want to deal with all the paperwork, | can call a cleanup crew. But, ah. | hope you weren't too attached to 
this flat. You can't stay here." 

"Excuse me?" 

“Someone's trying to kill you. | - not to toot my own horn, but if | hadn't been here, um. You might not be. Not 
that you can't take care of yourself, You can! I've seen it! But at least for tonight, you should stay somewhere 


else. Somewhere safe...maybe the mansion?" 


I'd really rather not interrupt Mike and Tony. They need their rest, I'm sure." She smirked. "Can | stay with 


you?" 
"Uh..." Phil tried to remember the last time he had cleaned. "Yes. Yes, of course." 


"Okay. You call a cleanup crew while | patch myself up and pack a bag." A smear of blood had trickled down her 


collarbone and disappeared into her - uh, shirt. Phil tried not to stare. 

"Yeah, all right." 

Kate slipped away into the inner female sanctum of the bed and bath while Phil made the necessary phone 
calls. He was lucky that none of the neighbors had come to check on the gunshot - he hadn't had a 
suppressor. Perhaps they hadn't noticed. Or perhaps they had, and had simply done nothing. Phil grimaced. Not 
the sign of a good neighborhood. His own flat wasn't any great shakes, of course, but Kate deserved better, he 
thought. 

Mike didn't pick up his phone. 

That was unusual, but understandable. He was probably exhausted, or taking care of Tony. He left a message, 
briefly explaining what had happened and what they were going to do - at least until the morning, when 
hopefully Mike would call him back. 


"What's that for?" Kate, ubiquitous black bag still in hand and another, more colorful, tote slung over her 
shoulder, pointed to the wad of money still on the floor. 


‘| wanted pizza," Phil answered, tucking it back into his pocket. 

"That's a lot of money.” 

"| wanted a lot of pizza." 

"Hmm. Well." She glanced at the body on the floor. Blood had leaked into the carpet. Phil took the moment to 
carefully study Kate. She was calm and collected - as she always was, the wonder - but there was something 
electric, some wildness buzzing about her being. Phil recognized it. He had the same look in his eyes after a 
fight. "| guess we had better take my car." 

| guess. Want me to drive?" 

"No, I'll be driving my own vehicle." 

"But its my apartment!" 


"You can give me directions, then" 


She led him out of the apartment, shutting but not bothering to lock the door. Cleanup crew, and all. And none 
of them would dare to rob her. 


"You sure you're doing all right?" Phil asked once they were in the car. 


"Yes. It's not the first time I've had a knife pointed at me." 
"Well, you performed quite admirably." 
"You weren't too bad yourself" She smiled at him. 


Phil entered his apartment first, insisting on doing a quick search for any assailants. Fortunately, his apartment 


remained a dingy secret. 


"All clear," he said, chuckling as he kicked a spare shoe out of the way. "I'm afraid there's only the one bed, 


but you're welcome to it. Ill take the couch. It fits me fine, on account of my being short." 
Kate took one look at the suspiciously lumpy sofa and made a decision. 


"Neither of us are sleeping on that damn couch," she said, starting to walk towards Phil's bedroom, peeling off 


her shirt as she went. 

"Uh - Kate? What are you doing?" Phil asked, scarcely believing his luck 

“Adrenaline, Phill" she called back. "Makes a girl horny!" 

There was a thump-bounce-squeak that could only be the noise of a woman flinging herself onto a bed. It was 
followed by the soft thwap - did a man dare dream? - that might have been, if Phil was quite lucky, the 


sound of a bra being thrown to the floor. "Are you coming, or am | going to have to do it on my own?" 


"Well," Phil grinned, starting to yank off his own clothes as he tried not to trip on the way to bed, “if the lady 


insists!" 


old dogs 


Chris was making himself an omelet - late breakfast or early lunch, he wasn't sure - when Rick entered the 


kitchen. 

"Fuck off, I'm making an omelet," Chris said, not unkindly. 

"Its Mike Rutherford," Rick said. 

"So tell him to fuck off, I'm making an omelet" 

"Banks was shot last night. | think you want to take this call." 


The spatula clattered out of Chris' hand. He took the phone. "Watch my omelet," he said quietly to Rick as he 
put the phone to his ear and walked out of the kitchen "Squire here." 


"Hello, Mr. Squire, this is Mike Rutherford" 

"What can | do for you?" 

‘| called to inform you that Don Banks was shot last night. Snipe job. Not fatal, but it was supposed to be." 
"Do you know who did ti?" 


"Who pulled the trigger isn't as important as who paid for the bullets. By process of elimination, if it wasn't 


you or Lake, it must have been the Crimson Kingpin” 


Rutherford knew? Of course he fucking did. "Well, | can tell you it wasn't me. It probably wasn't Lake, either. 
Too busy bonking his pretty-boy and his metal-man, | suspect" 


"He's my next phone call. But Don Banks wanted me to warn you that if you weren't behind this, you might be 


a target as well." 


Michael Rutherford seemed to know quite a bit about the city's secret goings-on. odd. But acceptable to Chris. 
As much as he didn't particularly care for Banks or Lake, he had rather the city be split between the three of 
them than be under Fripp's control completely. Besides - he had more than a few stakes in the fall of the 
Crimson Kingpin. Jon. "Tell Banks that it would be beneficial to both of us - and Lake as well - if, perhaps, the 


King were no longer a presence in the city.’ 


"| believe he will agree. Don Banks would like to get word out on the street about him, as much as possible, to 


see if the King has a weakness that can be exploited" 


Turn his own game against him. Yes, Chris liked that idea. He liked it very much. "Indeed. Do you require my 
assistance?" 


"Almost certainly. First, he must be found. Have you got any images of him? The usual channels have turned 


up nothing.” 

"Unfortunately, | do not. TryLake." 

‘| will. Thank you." 

"Good luck. Oh - and Rutherford? Tell the bastard I'm glad he's not dead" 
‘| will pass on your well-wishes to Don Banks." He hung up the phone. 


Chris walked back to the kitchen A fresh, round omelet was waiting on a plate for him. Rick was leaning against 


the counter, drinking deeply from a mug of coffee. 
"Banks wants to take Fripp down," Chris said without preamble. "What a coincidence. So do we." 
Meanwhile, across town, Mike called GregLake and delivered the same message. Lake said, haltingly, that he 


would see what he could do. Mike thanked him as well, hung up, and went to check on Tony. He poked his head 
around the doorframe. Don Banks was just stirring awake, the thick blanket slipping off his shoulders as he sat 


up. 
"You don't need to get up!" Mike said quickly. "Actually, you can't get up. Bed rest, remember?" 

| have to piss," Tony said grumpily. 

"Okay, fine. But then back to bed. You want me to make you toast? I'll make you toast.” 

"We have people for that" Tony maneuvered himself out of bed, wincing as his shoulder protested. Mike 
watched him for a moment to make sure he wouldn't fall down, and then pipped down to the kitchen. It was 
true, they had people who could have made toast, but Mike wanted to do it himself. He fixed up a tray with a 
glass of orange juice and a bottle of water - Kate said lots of fluids - and brought it back to Tony. 


"You made it yourself, didn't you," was the first thing Tony said when Mike presented the breakfast tray. 


"Old dogs," Mike replied, eating his own bagel. Tony took a piece of toast and nibbled carefully around the 
burned bits. 


One week, Mike reminded himself. One week. 


After he had given Tony another dose of painkillers, he brought the crumb-covered tray downstairs and 


noticed that a fax had come through. It was a single sheet of paper, containing a picture of a man. Mike did not 
recognize the face, but he knew it could be only one person He took the image up to Tony's room, where the 
formidable crime boss was curled up in bed like a convalescent wolf-hound. 

"This just came in," Mike said, holding the photo out for examination. 

"Is an older photo, but that's Fripp all right," Tony said. "Where did this come from?" 

"It didn't come with a note, but | suspect Lake." 

"Hmm." The image was of Fripp, relatively youthful, but still with those cunning eyes that Tony remembered so 
clearly. A smug face. His arm edged out and disappeared from the frame - the photograph had clearly been 
cut in half, judging by size. Tony wondered what else the original had show, but it was not important. 

"Send this to all the usual suspects. | want eyes on the street. | want to know where he goes, who he is seen 
with, and what he does. He has to leave his house eventually, after all, and | want to know about it when he 
does." 


"Yes, sir," Mike said automatically - again, old dogs. 


"Mi-ike," Tony lilted. "If I've told you once, I've told you a thousand times. We went to bloody school together, 


you don't have to call me sir." 

"Sorry, Tony." 

"If you persist, I'll have to start calling you sir. Just to keep things even" Tony smirked at him. 

One week, Mike reminded himself. It wasn't too hard, when Tony yawned. 

"Go back to sleep," Mike said quietly. 

"| hate sleeping so much," Tony sighed. "Makes me feel like a useless slug," 

‘It's good for you. Don't you trust me to keep the joint running for a few days?" 

Tony mumbled grumpily. But he did trust mike. More than anything. "Are you going out as well?" 

"No." Mike wasn't leaving the house. He'd prefer not to leave Tony's side, but he did have a job to get done. "I'l 


be back soon He kissed the top of Tony's head, a secret between the two of them. Tony was dozing 
contentedly by the time Mike shut the bedroom door. 


inklings 


Steve had spent the night in the mansion as well, as he often did. The night before - or, more accurately, very 
early that morning - he had watched as Mike escorted the injured Banks upstairs, an average and 
unremarkable task for the second-in-command. What was mildly more remarkable was that he did not seemed 
to have returned to his own rooms at any point, indeed, Steve couldn't help but notice that Mike didn't seem to 
have left Don Banks' room until he had come down to cobble together a meal-tray. Steve had smelled the 
burnt Toast. 


But, as his old friend Steve had always demonstrated, discretion was the better part of valor. It wasn't his 
business anyhow. Besides, if it helped Banks smile, well - Steve was all for that. If you asked him - and nobody 
ever did - Mike and Tony deserved some good things, especially after all the mess with Peter and whatever 
had happened in the past with their other school chum. 

He was just finishing a cup of coffee and the newspaper - he liked to play spot-the-murder in the obituaries - 
when Mike came in. Steve subtly checked for marks of a tryst, but found none. Well, Banks was a bit drugged. 
And he knew Kate had told him that - ah - physical exertion was a no-no. 

"How are you feeling?" Mike asked him. 


"Fine, thanks. You?" 


"Pretty good, but | didn't lose any blood last night. Seems | was about the only one who didn't." Steve nodded. He 
had heard what had happened at Kate's apartment. 


"Take these." Mike placed a number of photocopies on the table. "Pass them around to our contacts. We want 
to find out everything we can about this man" 


"Who is he?" Steve asked. 

Mike frowned. "The Crimson Kingpin. That's all we know." 

"Is who the guy who got Mr. Banks shot?" 

"Probably." 

"Well. I'll get on it right away." Steve stood and tucked the papers into his jacket. 

"Deliver it to Phil last. Kate stayed at his place for the night, and | want you to offer your help if she wants 


to move things out of her apartment. She is welcome here, of course, or we can find another suitable place 


for her." 


"Yes, sir.” Inwardly, Steve groaned. Phil would be absolutely pissy if he had had to sleep on his couch, and of 
course he would have. Once you got past the jokes and constant flirtation, Phil had a chivalrous streak a mile 


wide. Undoubtedly, he would have exiled himself so Kate could have the bed. 


When he finally got ‘round to his friend's apartment, he knocked politely and heard footsteps coming to the 
door, as well as an only slightly muffled cry from within. 


"No! Don't open it! It could be-" 

"Steve," Kate said calmly as she opened the door wearing one of Phil's old shirts, and very little else. Steve 
blinked This surprised him more than Mike and Tony, quite frankly. Oh, he knew Phil had been mooning over 
Kate for awhile. Why wouldn't he? She was a rather brilliant dame. But Steve had thought she's have a higher 
standard for her men than Phil Collins - much as Steve liked him, because he did. Ah, well. No accounting for 
taste. 

"Oh, mate, it's just you," Phil panted, rushing in from the kitchen "Come on in. What's the matter?" 


"We're all on the lookout for this man," he said, handing the photo to Phil, who immediately memorized the 


face. 

"What's that?" Kate peered over Phil's shoulder, comfortably close. Very comfortably. Steve noticed that, quite 
incredibly, Phil was actually taller than she was. He chuckled at the way Phil jumped when she leaned in. was 
that a bite mark on Phil? Goodness. "Hey, I've seen that guy before." 

Steve zeroed in and turned to business in the blink of an eye. "Really? You sure?" 

"Yes. | mean, this is an old photo, right?" 

"| believe so." 

"Then yeah, I've seen him. Are we looking for him?" 


"This him?" Phil chimed in "The guy who had Banks shot?" 


Steve nodded. "Yeah, it's him. Practically a lark. Nobody knows who he is or where to find him. Kate, where'd 


you see him? Any information would help." 


"Yeah, I've seen him at my gym a few times. | remember because | was talking with one of the nutritionists 


who works there - you know, personal trainer type, | wanted to work on my core muscles-" 
"Your core muscles are fine," Phil said faintly. 


"Yes, well, that's because he gave me some good advice! Anyway, this guy was standing off in the corner 


giving me the stink-eyes. | thought he wanted to talk to Adrian before the gym closed, but then they left 
together. | kept an eye on him in case he was a creep, y'know, and | had to tell the manager or something. Saw 
him in the parking lot after that a few times." 

"Who's Adrian?" Steve asked intently. 


"The nutritionist. Adrian B-something." Kate idly started tapping Phil's shoulder in thought. "Blue? Bellows? Belew! 
That was it. Adrian Belew. Told me | should do planks with a ball and eat more nuts." 


"Did he?" Phil chuckled. 


"Shut it, you." Kate looked at the photo again. "Is this the guy who sent that asshole to my apartment last 
right?" 


"We don't know for sure," Steve said. "Get dressed, you two. We need to go tell Mike about this immediately.” 


"And I've got to check on Tony!" Kate said, rushing back to Phil's bedroom. Steve averted his eyes respectfully. 
She definitely wasn't wearing anything under the jersey. 


"So." Steve said to Phil, who was rubbing the back of his neck sheepishly. 


"There's, uh. Stuff in the kitchen if you want" Phil went back to put on some proper clothes, and Steve 
cheerfully helped himself to a stale donut. 


When the three of them arrived at the Banks mansion, Kate was extremely displeased to find her patient out 


of bed and sitting in an arm chair in the living room, Mike at his side - as he always was. 

"You're on bed rest!" Kate practically shrieked. "Doctor's orders!" 

"You're not a doctor," Tony said calmly. "l'm resting comfortably here, making no great physical strain on 
myself, and | will go back to bed later." He did seem oddly relaxed - the most relaxed Kate had ever seen him. 
She had given him the good drugs. "Now, | gather you have some information about the whereabouts of our 
crimson kingpin?" 


Kate told him everything she knew. It wasn't much, but it was a foothold. 


"And you don't think he was also simply seeking nutritional advice?" Tony asked, running his fingers along his 
jaw, an idle habit. 


"Maybe, but why would he have left the building, if that was the case?" Kate wondered. "Of course, this could 


be just a silly coincidence-" 


"No," Tony interrupted her. "I don't think so." Points were beginning to form in Tony's mind, which eventually 


would connect to form a larger picture. The crimson kingpin, a man at a gym, a thug sent to Kate's apartment. 
He glanced at Mike, but kept silent. He had to mull things over a bit more. He also needed to consult with the 
two other men at his level. "Thank you for this information, Kate. It will be extremely helpful, | believe. Now, | 
understand that you cannot return to your apartment on a permanent basis. Would you like assistance in 


finding a new residence?" 
"No thank you, | think | can do that myself." 
"Very well. Would you like to stay here in the meantime? We have rooms that are quite suitable." 


"No, thank you." Tony watched as she and Phil glanced at each other - briefly and awkwardly, but it was there. 
He did not comment on it, and he also held his tongue on the next subject - which would have been a guard on 


Kate's person until such time as they could be assured there would be no more attempts on her life. 
"What's next, boss?" Steve asked. 


"We don't make any major moves until | meet with Lake and Squire," Tony said. "The King's got dirt on all of us 
and he could crush any one of the three of us at any time. He's already tried with me." He gestured to his 


wounded shoulder. "And obviously, he cannot find out we're working together.” 
"We're working with Lake and Squire now?" Phil sounded incredulous. 
‘Only as a means to an end. Better the enemy you know, and all that" 


‘I've a question," Steve asked. "Perhaps I've simply missed the answer. Why attack Kate? She's not one of us. 
She's..legit.” 


"She may not be in the same line of work, but she is certainly one of us," Tony said, nodding towards the 
woman in question, who was visibly annoyed at being talked about, rather than with. "After all," and here he 
addressed Kate, "you patch us up when we get hurt, and therefore are privy to all of our physical 


weaknesses." 


Kate was damn sure she knew all of their non-physical weaknesses, as well, but all she said was "That man 


was not sent to interrogate me about your weaknesses." 


"No. And that puzzles me. But | swear to you, | will find out who sent him and why." Tony thought that 
perhaps permanently removing Kate would have been easier for the King, and certainly an inconvenience for 
him personally, what with the bullet-hole and all. Perhaps he had been watching the mansion, seen Kate come 
and go, figured out her identity and followed her home. At least, that was what Tony hoped was the case. 
Otherwise, the looming possibility had to with the one man out of his control who knew of Kate's importance 
and her location But he did not want to believe - or even entertain the idea - that Peter could have told the 
King to send a man to kill his former friend. Peter might betray him, might even send someone to kill him - 


Lord knows he'd probably deserve it - but not Kate. Not Kate. 


"When were you thinking of holding this meeting?" Kate asked him. 
"As soon as possible," Tony replied. 


"If as soon as possible means six days from now, then all right," Kate said. "But you can't be going out and 


about for a few more days. You need rest, or else you won't heal.” 

"I will take your medical advice into account, but there are other priorities to consider," Tony said, rather 
coldly. Mike briefly put a hand on his shoulder. Kate would have argued with Tony, but she figured Mike would 
do enough of that. 


"Steve, Phil, you two come with me," Mike said. "You've got work to do." Mike also wanted to remove them 


from the scene while Kate re-bandaged Tony. 

"Well, you look all right so far," she said. "How'd you sleep last night?" 
"All right.” 

"Taking the painkillers?" 

"Yog" 

"How are they working?" 

"Pretty well. They make me a bit dull” 

“That's their job. Mike didn't aggravate it?" 


"No, he slept on the other-" Tony paused, stopping himself. Kate smirked as she finished bandaging him. She 


knew it, she knew it all along. 


Tony grabbed her wrist with his good arm. "You mustn't tell," he said calmly, and she remembered, in that 


moment, that Anthony Banks was a dangerous man. 
She nodded. It had been years, but she could never forget the look in Tony's eyes on the night Mike had nearly 
been killed. The same look was in Mike's eyes when Tony was spread out on the table. And this time, there was 


no Peter in the way of things. 


‘| mean it when | say you need rest," Kate said. "If you overexert yourself, you might get hurt again. You'll 


definitely take longer to heal. And how long will Mike have to be in charge of things? Just a thought." 


"Would you like assistance in moving your things to Phil's apartment?" Tony asked. "Just a thought." 


Kate winced. Point taken. "No, thank you. Keep taking the pills and call me if anything charges." She just hoped 
Mike would keep him from injuring himself further. At least, until her imposed deadline was up. Then, surely, 
the passion that they had kept reined in and tucked away for years would boil over and explode - oh, she liked 
this train of thought. She filed it away to think about later, when she was alone. Or maybe alone with Phil. 
"Very well." 

Mike returned, then, Steve and Phil in tow, and there were a few more minutes of fruitless conversation 
before Steve went one way, Kate and Phil another, and Mike and Tony were alone once more. Immediately, Mike 
knelt by Tony's chair and cupped his face gently. "You look exhausted.” 

‘lam quite fine.” 

"You're pale." 

"That's my skin tone." 

"Your hands are shaking." 


"That," Tony said, "has nothing to do with injury.” 


Mike smiled up at Tony. "I'll make you a deal. You can stay downstairs if you park yourself in front of the 
television and you let me get you a blanket.” 


"All right," Tony agreed grudgingly. "But bring me a phone. l'm calling a meeting with Lake and Squire." 


plan of action 


It was a cold and bitter day, as were so many before - the sort of day where rock salt crusted against your 
boots and grey piles of slush crackled with ice. Christopher Squire did not bow his head against the wind, but 
Christopher Squire did not bow to anyone on principle. The bell over the café's door jangled as he entered, 


despite the drawn curtains and the "closed" sign hanging askew in the window. 


"Good afternoon, gentlemen," he said, taking a seat at the center table. "I apologize for my lateness. 


Construction" 

The Wake Man remained standing, as did Keith and Mike, who were at the shoulders of their respective 
employers. Usually, a meeting between the dons was a strictly solo affair - none but the three of then, or 
whichever two were concerned. However, on this occasion, they had agreed to each bring a single man with 


them - their second. Ostensibly, this was because of the looming threat of the King, but in actuality it was a 
concession to the injured Banks - not that any of them would admit it. 


Banks was looking pretty good for a man who had taken a bullet mere days prior. Rutherford stood behind him, 
hands resting on the chair, surveying the room with hawk-like intent. Chris had always figured Rutherford to 
be an easygoing man, but the look in his eyes was anything but. He could see there, burning deep, a smoke- 


whisper of the man who had torched half a city block with his rage. 


"Biscuit?" Frank offered, holding out a plate. With his other hand, the proprietor of the café poured Chris a cup 
of the tea. Sixty-four and still at the top of his game. 


"Thank you," Chris said, selecting one. 
"Shall we get down to business?" GregLake inquired. 


"Quite," Chris said. "Correct me if | am wrong, but | assume we are all gathered here Today because we have 


a vested mutual interest on getting one Robert Fripp - aka the Crimson Kingpin, aka the King - the hell out of 


our city." 


"Agreed," Banks said, voice frosted. Greg nodded his assent. 


"And am | also correct in assuming Fripp has something hanging over each of our heads? Something to control 
us with?" 


Again, nods and murmurs of agreement. 
"So it seems we need to find out his weakness. And he is sure to have one. He is only a man, after all” 


"Beat him at his own game," Greg said. 


"Exactly," Chris replied. "And | believe that Mr. Banks has some information for us." 


The tabled turned their heads toward Don Banks expectantly. "Yes. It's not much, | grant you. But Mr. Lake was 
so kind as to furnish us with an image of Mr. Fripp. An old photo, but adequate for identification purposes, and 


| had it send around to my men as well as yours." 
Chris nodded. He had gotten the notice and passed it on to his subordinates. 


"To my surprise, a young woman | am connected to saw the image and recognized the man. She had seen him 
at a gym, talking to and eventually leaving with a man identified as Adrian Belew, a nutritionist and personal 
trainer employed there. He was spotted at that location on more than one occasion" Banks took a drink of 


water. 

"That's not much to go on," Chris said doubtfully. "Maybe he was trying to lose a few pounds." 

"Could be, but it's all we know." 

"| think this Adrian character is worth investigating," Greg declared, tapping his finger against the table-top. 
‘Is it worth the risk?" Chris asked. It wasn't just him at stake, here. Fripp had Jon. Chris couldn't do anything 
that might put Jon in danger. "Is there not anyone else that might be closer to him? Someone in his household 


- a surer bet, if you will.” 


"We've all been in his house, and he's not fucking anyone in there," Greg said bluntly. "And if it's someone he 


actually cares about, he will keep them as far away from his business as possible." 
"You seem to know quite a bit about the habits of the crimson kingpin," Tony noted. 


Keith cleared his throat threateningly, crossing his arms over his barrel-like chest. Mike leaned forward a bit, 
looming over everyone except Rick, who edged closer to Chris because if there was an Emerson-Rutherford 


showdown, there would be collateral damage. 


"So to the point,” Chris said, the tension in the room having spiked. "We need someone in that gym who can 


observe and even approach Mr. Belew. Someone whom we can trust, and who is very good at what they do." 


"And who can blend in," Tony said. He inclined his head towards Keith. "Mr. Emerson, you've got the biceps." It 
was true. What Keith lacked in height he made up in muscle, and if he was in sweatpants he would look like any 
other gym rat. 


"No," Greg said. "He'd be recognized immediately, and then Fripp would be on his guard. Snap up like a steep 
trap. What about you, Banks? Any of your men?" 


"Or that young woman you mentioned?" Chris added. "She seems to already be in a good place for such an 


operation" 
"She's a civilian, it's too risky," Tony said. "Besides, Fripp's men already have attacked both me and another one 
of my people. He knows he cannot control me, and so has moved on to trying to remove me. | won't put my 


men in further danger." That was understandable, and nobody wanted to argue with an injured man who was 


guarded by Mike Rutherford. 

That left Chris, and everyone knew it. 

"There may be a man in my employment," he began slowly. He was thinking of Steve, who had never before 
failed him in matters of espionage and who could slip quietly anywhere. "I can put the matter before him, but 


if it proves dangerous, l'Il withdraw him immediately." 


"Fair enough," Greg said, and Tony agreed. Rutherford handed Chris a slip of paper, with the address of the 
gym on it. 


"Is that everything?" Tony asked, holding himself steady but clearly growing paler. 

Chris nodded. 

"I believe so," Greg said. “Squire, you'll keep us updated?" 

"Indeed," Chris replied, reaching for his wallet and placing the price of his tea and biscuit, and a tip three times 
that, on the table. The others did the same and then left at staggered intervals, in order of territorial size - 
which meant Chris first, then Banks, and finally Lake. 

Tony managed, heroically, to keep himself standing upright and independently -the only sign he was recovering 
from a grievous injury being the sling underneath his coat - until he got into the car and shut the door, at 
which point he let out a long sigh and leaned his head back against the seat, eyes sliding shut. 

"Tony?" Mike said, worried, but not overly so. "You all right?" 

"Tired," Tony groaned. "And this stupid shoulder hurts." 

"Kate was right, you should have stayed in" 

"Nonsense. | just need a nap." 


"You can't heal a gunshot wound with pure stubbornness." 


"| can try" 


Mike grinned and settled a hand on Tony's knee as they drove through the city. It was strange and wonderful, 
how easily they had slipped into this give-and-take. It helped distract both men from what they were going to 
attempt - going up against Fripp while severely weakened, physically and otherwise. What nobody had brought 
up, in the café, was the presence of Peter in the court of the crimson kingpin. To what extent had he 


betrayed them? 


Meanwhile, in a different - but surprisingly similar - luxury car with tinted windows, Chris and Rick sat, 
fretting as much as anyone, but refusing to express it. 


"Banks and Rutherford seem..different," Rick mused. 

"Lake and Emerson too," Chris agreed. 

| have it on good authority that they were seen falling all over each other at Bitches Crystal the other night." 
"Really?" That was interesting. "What about - Palmer? Lake's prettyboy?" 

"He was there too. Covered in champagne, | believe." 

"Where'd you hear this from?" 

"Dave. The new guy." 

"Dave, Dave." it rang a bell. "The one they call The Knife?" 

"Yeah, on account of he's been known to go a bit apeshit with a bowie knife. It's his trademark." 

"He's ours? What was he doing at Bitches Crystal?" 

"He's got major connections with drugrunners." 

"Ah. | see." He paused, thought about all the observations. "ls everyone fucking their consigliere nowadays?" 
Rick snorted. "I guess so." He glance suspiciously over at Chris. "| hope you don't-" 


‘Oh, please! Don't flatter yourself" Chris paused. "It only makes me wonder if that's what made Gabriel leave 


Banks." 


‘lm sure there were many reasons." There was a space between them, in the front seat, where Jon could 


have literally fit. Physically, he was absent, but his presence was felt by both men 


"Hmmm." Finished with that particular piece of conversation, Chris took out his phone and dialed. "Hello, Steve. 


Meet me at the mansion. | have a job for you." 


walk the line 


Alan White did not like his boyfriend's boss. 


He had only met Christopher Squire the one time, of course, when he had inexplicably barged in on their third 
anniversary dinner - ruining his pineapple upside-down cake in the process - but he could forgive a man that. 
Shit, he'd walked in on his buddies more than once, he didn't fuckin’ care. And it wasn't the crime thing, either. 
Alan (sort of, mostly) knew what Steve did for a living. He didn't mind. Wasn't for him to judge and anyway, 
Steve's hidden dangerousness was kind of a turn-on. Kind of a big one. No, Alan's problem with Mr. Christopher 
Squire was the effect he had on Steve. His man kept coming home all stressed out. It wasn't always like this, of 
course, and Steve made excuses - Mr. Squire was very stressed, his buddy had disappeared, his flower-child 
boyfriend had cheated on him and run away, his buddy had returned, really, Alan, he's just got so much on his 
mind - but Alan didn't particularly care. Dude was dealing with some heavy shit, fine, whatever, but he frayed 


Steve's nerves, which got on Alan's. 

"What do you think, Mr. Gibson?" he asked their legendarily lazy cat. Technically, Mr. Gibson's presence in their 
apartment went against the terms of their lease. But the landlord had actually clapped eyes on him once and 
assumed he was a cuddly toy, so Alan wasn't overly worried. 

Mr. Gibson did not reply. 

The door opened. "Hey, babe," Alan called 

"Hey," Steve replied, going straight for the fridge. "We got any of that curry left?" 


"Yeah. In the back." 


He could hear Steve rummaging around before depositing the leftover takeout in the microwave. "You got work 


tonight?" 
"Yeah. | took a nap after my shift in the music shop, I'll be fine." 
"You eat anything?" 


"Salad." Alan scratched behind Mr. Gibson's ears. Mr. Gibson twitched his tail. This was a victory. Steve walked 


in and joined him on the couch, eating directly out of the curry container. "Where you been?" 
"Meeting with Mr. Squire. I've got a new assignment." 


Alan looked up at Steve. Even through the mouthful of curry, he could tell there was worry there. "What's 


wrong?" 


"Nothing. | can do it, it's no big deal." 

"What is it" 

Steve sighed, curling his legs underneath him. "Im not supposed to tell you about work. 
"C'mooon," Alan urged, fiddling with a bit of Steve's hair. 


"Well," he began. "Mr. Squire wants to take down this guy. He won't tell me who he really is, only that it's very 
important that we find out his weakness. But | think it has something to do with Jon" 


"Jon? The guy from the flower shop?" 


"Yeah. Nobody's been able to find him. | think this guy might have information about him. Or..he might actually 


have Jon" 
"But why would Chris- 

"Mr. Squire” 

"Mr. Squire care? Didn't Jon cheat on him?" 
"Yes, but he still loves Jon" 


"That's so romantic | want to piss," Alan said, and Steve laughed. "So you have to find the weakness of a dude 


that you think might have a hold on flower-boy?" 
"Yeah. Mr. Squire wants me to investigate a man that he thinks is connected to him." 
"Well, you're the best at following people!" 


Steve blushed a little. "I'm all right. But this isn't following him. | mean, maybe that's part of it. But I've got to 


talk to him, get a conversation going or something. And 


anyway, if he is connected in some way to this other guy, he's probably got security on him or something to 


make sure he isn't followed" 
"Okay." 
"And this guy, he works as a nutritionist or personal trainer or something at a gym." 


"That sounds cool." 


"Yeah, but | did some research on the gym, and it's not high-end, but it caters towards real fitness nuts. | 
mean, what am | supposed to talk to him about? What type of takeaway has the lowest carbon count?" He 
shook the curry container at Alan "I'd hardly blend in with a regular gym!" Alan waited as Steve angrily took 
another bite and processed his thoughts. "I just don't want to fuck this up. Not when Jon's at stake." 

Alan thought for a moment as he ran his fingers soothingly through Steve's hair. Then it hit him. 

"| could do it" 

"What?" Steve jerked in shock, almost spilling curry all over the couch. 

"No, really, look at mel" Steve did. Shaggy blonde hair, hemp necklace, couple tattoos, muscles - hm, yes, lots of 
muscles, no, wait, he was getting distracted. And then he remembered the diet fads, the pile of sweaty socks 
in the laundry, the half-empty box of protein shake powder in the cupboard. "I look the look, right?" 


And he could talk the talk and walk the walk, but like hell was Steve going to let his perfectly legit boyfriend 


stray onto the wrong side of the law. 

"Absolutely not! 

"Why? You don't think | can do it?" 

"OF course | think you can do it, | just dont think it's a good idea’ 

"Why not?" 

"Well, for starters, you don't work for Mr. Squire. You don't have any connection to all this- 
"Im connected to you, aren't 1?" 


Steve sighed, curling into himself. "I just..l dont want you to cross the line. Y'know. The line | walk on the other 


side of." 


"What on earth is illegal about wanting to ask a certified nutritionist what changes | should make in my diet to 
facilitate fast-twitch muscle growth?" 


Steve..did not understand all those words, but he did get the point. "Nothing, | guess." 
"Look, babe, I'm a bartender. People talk to me." 
"When they're drunk." 


"Naaah." Alan gathered Steve into his arms, dragging over to his lap. "You're worried. This thing needs to be 


done. | can do this thing." 

"But" 

"Come ooon" He nuzzled the side of Steve's neck. "Let me try." 
Steve hemmed and hawed, but eventually mumbled, "Okay." 


"Great! When do | start? As soon as possible, | guess." He planted a big, smacking kiss on Steve's cheek. "Relax, 


babe. We'll find out if this guy is connected to the other guy. And we'll get the flower guy back." 


Steve hoped so. Rick had returned to the fold, and that helped Chris, but Bill had vanished, and nobody had told 
him why. He had asked Mr. Squire about it, and he had received a wholly dissatisfactory answer and an 
admonishment to not ask again. Mr. Squire needed a soft influence, and Jon had been that. He shivered and 
huddled closer to Alan. He was quite lucky to have him. Now he just had to keep him safe..and apparently, Alan 
was intent on making that as difficult as possible. 


in the garden 


Phil had many wonderful qualities, but the ability to seamlessly blend into the ethos of The Fountain was not 
one of them. However, it was an alternate Friday, and Tony always had someone down there on alternate 
Fridays, like clockwork. Usually, that someone was Mike, but Mike had refused to leave the mansion for 
anything less than a complete emergency, and Steve was busy, so Phil had had to dust off his single suit and 
take a VIP corner booth, apparently designed for aloof observation. At least he had managed to convince Kate 


to come with him. 

"| don't think I've ever come in through the front door," she commented as they walked past the queue of 
hopefuls to the thick velvet rope, which the bouncer un-clicked for them. Phil nodded at the security guy, who 
worked day shifts on the docks. 

‘Ive never come here at night," Phil shrugged. The club was full - but very carefully not crowded - and the 
evening was in full swing. They would have arrived sooner, but Phil had had to lint-roll nearly every article of 


clothing he was wearing. 


"Oh yes, | can appreciate the effect much better from here," Kate sighed, settling into the cushy booth as the 


burlesque performers began another set on stage. 

"Me too," Phil agreed, gazing as unobtrusively as possibly at her décolletage. 

"You're staring.’ 

"Oh. Sorry." He tore his stare away and tried to think about the questions Mike had given him to observe. How 
many patrons were there? Were they enjoying themselves? What about the entertainment - enthusiastic? 


Enthralling? The quality of the drinks? 


Everything seemed all right to Phil, but he figured he should sample the quality of the drinks, just in case. He 


asked for two different house specialties, and was proud of himself for remembering that phrase. 
Kate took a sip of her drink. "This is good." She stuck her straw in Phil's glass. "That's bad" 

Phil took a sip. "Tastes fine to me." 

"No, no, the proportions are all wrong. It was blended quite incorrectly." 

"Tastes fine to me," Phil repeated stubbornly. He gestured to the stage. "You know anyone on there?" 
Kate squinted at the performers. "The guy on the left, with the peacock feathers. | think | know him." 


"That's a man?" 


She laughed. "Oh, yes. Would you like to investigate further? I'm sure you can get one of the back rooms. 
After all, Mr. Banks has one reserved particularly for himself and his associates." 


"lm not touching Banks‘ stuff and l'm not touching a man," Phil informed her. 
"Really? Not even a little bit?" 
"Nope. | belong to the ladies." 


"There are ladies up there, too. I'm sure any one of them would be thrilled to spend some quality time with a 


high roller like yourself." 

"| really don't feed the need to pay for company when I've got yours for free." 

"Only because drinks are on the house." Kate giggled, and Phil thought she looked so very lovely in the low light 
that he had to avert his eyes. It was lucky that he did, because by happenstance, they happened to spot a 
man in a fine tuxedo, walking away from them, towards the back. He would recognize those shoulders 
anywhere. 

"| need a smoke, love," Phil said, grabbing his coat. "You be all right here for a few minutes?" 

"Oh yes," Kate said, as one of the servers quietly proffered a small box of truffles. 

"Good, good." Phil headed for the back. There were two areas of the Fountain where one could smoke - a VIP 
lounge, cigars preferably, and an indoor-outdoor patio, with open air for dispersal of cigarette smoke. It was 
done up as a lovely little garden. Phil followed the man to a dark back wall, shadowed by some large shrubbery 
and a burnt-out bulb. 

"Hello, Pete," he said. 


"Phil," Peter began, turning around. Phil lunged forward, striking surprisingly quickly, and shoved him to the wall, 
pinning him there with little delicacy. 


"Phil, what the hell?" 


| should ask you the same frickin’ thing. What the fuck are you doing here?" Even with the new hair, Peter 
was still recognizable. Good thing Kate hadn't seen him first. 


"What, a man can't enjoy a night out?" 


"Not here you can't. it's not your fuckin’ territory anymore. You here to finish off Kate? If you are, | swear 


"If you must know, | was looking for Mike." Peter paused. "What do you mean, finish off Kate?" 

"You don't know?" 

Peter shook his head. 

"Christ." Phil dropped his grip on Peter, but remained in front of him, blocking possible escape. "The night Banks 
was shot, someone sent a tweaker to Kate's apartment to off her. If | hadn't been there, he might have done 
it” 

Peter's eyes widened. "But - why? Who would order a hit like that?" 


| was hoping you'd tell me." 


"| - | heard that King went after Tony but." Peter's eyes went far-off, then snapped back. "What's she doing 


here, anyway?" 

"Keeping me company.” 

"You fucking now?" 

"Don't see how that's any of your business." 

"She tell you that we used to hook up?" 

"Don't see why that matters." 

"She tell you about how many guys she's done?" 

‘| literally don't care, Peter, but I'll guess not nearly as many as you." 

Peter chuckled "You're all right, Phil. 

"Ha, ha. Now you leave." 

"Where's Mike?" 

"Mr. Rutherford's at home with Mr. Banks, presumably. On account of he was shot, on somebody's orders.” Phil 
fished around in his pocked and pulled out one of the crumpled photographs of the crimson kingpin. "Probably 
this guy." 


A flash of recognition in Peter's eyes. 


"If you know him, don't trust him," Phil said simply, putting the image away. "My cigarette's about up. Get the 


fuck out of here before someone else sees you. And don't come back. You've got no right" 


“All right, all right." He turned and started to walk towards the exit. Peter stopped for a moment, and didn't 


look at Phil. His voice was quiet, and clear. "Take care of her." 


Phil thought it was quite silly that Kate would need anybody to take care of her - hell, she took care of all of 
them, besides herself - but he nodded anyway. "Yeah. | will” 


He went back inside, to the rich-smelling club. It made him uncomfortable. Not really his scene, even with the 


VIP treatment. Give him a sports bar and a basket of chicken wings any day. 
| saved you the peanut-flavored ones," Kate said, holding out the box of truffles. 


Well, this would do for now. 


undercover 


The gym was a large, spacious complex with clear aspirations of up-and-comingness, judging from the 
perfectly coiffed woman behind the desk and the look she cast over Alan's shaggy hair and bicep tattoos. 
However, she changed her tune when he flashed a shiny black credit card - generously backed by Mr. 
Christopher Squire, not that his name would appear anywhere - and mentioned that his current membership 


was nearly up and he was looking for a new facility. Somewhere with more resources. 
y up g 


Well, he was barely able to get a wink in edgewise as she spieled on about their state-of-the-art equipment, 
their exclusivity - you never had to wade through the rabble to get to a machine - their childcare options 
(oh, you don't have children, Mr. White? you're unmarried? How rice), the smoothie and juice bar in the lower 
level, the attached spa in the building next door, which offers a steal of a discount to our members, Mr. 


White, and - oh yes - a large staff of nutritionists and personal trainers, to help you be your personal best. 


"Can | meet with a trainer today?" Alan asked after she had offered him a weeklong trial before he signed on 


the dotted line, and finally paused for breath. 


‘Oh, certainly, if one of them is free - clients generally make appointments, but usually there's at least one 
on-call. What did you want to discuss?" 


Crime lords, Alan thought. "A training plan for a lk," Alan said. 


"Wonderful. Let me see who's in the office. Just a moment, please." She pressed some buttons on the phone 
and picked up the receiver. "Hi, I've got a potential client here who would like to talk to a trainer. All right, send 
him up." She hung up the phone and smiled professionally at Alan. "Adrian would be happy to talk to you." 


God, he was a smooth criminal. "Thanks!" he said enthusiastically, flashing her a patented grin. After a moment, 
a man entered, zeroed in on Alan, and shook his hand. 


"Hi, I'm Adrian," he greeted brightly. "Your new personal trainer, if you like." 


‘lm Alan, Alan White," Alan replied, sizing him up carefully and quickly. He was a smaller man, of average height 
perhaps, and whipcord-slim, probably from marathon running, if he guessed correctly. Adrian's face was 
friendly and unassuming, almost rodent-like, but in the best possible way. Alan did not get the immediate 
impression that he was closely associated with one of the city's most elusive and dangerous criminals, but 


first impressions weren't everything. 
"Come with me. Let's talk about your goals, what you want to achieve." 
Steve had taught him that the best lies were made up of as much truth as possible. He explained his interests 


in lifting and running, about how his boyfriend used to train with him but had been injured and couldn't 
anymore. That was actually true. In the early days of their courtship, Steve and Alan had gone running 


together all along the waterfront and through the city's parks, until Steve had required knee-replacement 
surgery after a nasty encounter with a baseball bat. Alan did not mention that to the trainer. 


"All right, that sounds very good, very doable," he said "Mind if | put you through a few paces, see what you 


can do?" 


“Sure, sure," Alan agreed. Adrian led him over to a treadmill that had a heart monitor. Alan took off his 
sweatshirt, having worn a very tight white t-shirt underneath it - Steve had thoroughly approved his 
sleuthing outfit. He stretched, making sure to shift his muscles around and, yep, looked like Adrian approved as 
well. Good call, he congratulated himself. 


"Okay, I'm going to crank up the pace, slowly at first, then fast," Adrian informed him, clicking away on the 


control pad. Alan ran as his feet took him. Adrian jotted some notes down. "Good running form," he commented. 
"Thanks," Alan panted. 
"Mind if | throw a hill in?" 


"Go right ahead." 


The treadmill rose in incline smoothly, with barely a whirr of machinery. Damn, Alan really liked this place. Too 
bad he could never actually afford it on his own. 


"Very good," Adrian said a few minutes later, as Alan slowed to a stop. "You're in quite good shape, eh? Barely 


need me!" 
"Well, | always take the stairs. It adds up after awhile." 


"Don't | know it," Adrian agreed. He glanced at his wristwatch, a very expensive, hi-tech piece of sports gear. 
"My shift is just about up. Come back to my office, I'll give you my card and some ideas." Alan obediently 
followed him to a back office - no windows, but still quite pleasant. Nearly organized, with various certificates 
framed on the wall. While Adrian was jotting down something on a sheet of paper, Alan glanced around for 
anything personal - like Steve had told him. A coat hanging in the corner. A very expensive coat. Designer, 
perhaps. If Alan had been behind the bar, that coat on a patron would have signaled a very large or very small 
tip. 


"Okay, you're aiming to race a lOk, right?" Adrian asked. Alan nodded. "Great. That's great. | think you can be 


ready in under six weeks, if you work hard" 


There was a knock at the open door. Adrian looked up, and so did Alan. To his utter surprise - which of course 
he did not display - the vaguely familiar face of the crimson kingpin stood there. Robert Fripp, if he 


remembered correctly. 


"Be with you in a minute," Adrian smiled, and Alan saw his body language change, just for a moment, from 
upright and professional to relaxed and puppy-like. Then he refocused on Alan. "Like | was saying, you've got 
great drive and fast-twitch muscle fibers, clearly, but you're gonna want to work on endurance. I've jotted 
down an idea for a week's worth of workouts, you can do them on a treadmill or maybe outside on a track, if 
you'd prefer. If you repeat it for a few weeks, you'll increase your stamina, no doubt, and if you come back - 
get a membership and all that - | can help you more. Track your progress, do some cross-training, injury 


prevention and all that. You mentioned your partner can't train anymore because he blew out his knee?" 
"Ah - yeah, basically.” Smashed out, technically, but that was neither here nor there. 
"That's unfortunate, but generally a preventable risk. | really would like to help you reach your goals." 


"Thank you very much for your time," Alan said politely, shaking Adrian's hand before taking the business card 


and notepaper from him. "You've been really helpfull’ 


"No problem, glad to do it" Adrian ushered him out, and Alan walked right past Robert Fripp, winked at him, and 
headed out through the main area of the gym at as sedate a pace as he could naturally go. He could hear two 
pairs of footsteps behind him, before they peeled off to a side exit - probably meant for employees. The 
minute they were out of sight, Alan whipped out his phone and speed-dialed Steve. 


"Fripp's here, he's with the trainer, they've left out the east side exit," he said without preamble. 


"Thanks, babe," Steve replied, and hung up. He put his headphones back in - although no music was playing - 
and ambled very quickly over to the side exit, which opened onto a small employees’ parking lot. At some point 
in the stairwell, Fripp had slipped on a hat and sunglasses, but was still recognizable to Steve's trained eye. He 
watched as the two men ambled to a car, the crimson kingpin swiveling his head back and forth like a great 
hawk, surveying for little mice scurrying beneath him. But Steve was a particularly smart little mouse. He 
stayed still - but not too still - and the hawk's eyes flicked over him, unseeing him. Very few people truly saw 
Steve, and that was how he liked it. The two men got into a car, and Steve casually clicked his camera, 


capturing the make, model, and license plate. 


Steve grinned. He hadn't expected today to be so successful. At most, he had hoped to confirm that Adrian 
Belew worked there, maybe establish a rapport. Instead, they had not only confirmed that, but had the full 
information of his car, as well as clear proof that he was connected to - well, whoever that man was. Someone 
dangerous, no doubt. He could sense it. But that wasn't Steve's concern. Steve's concern was developing the 
photographs. He had a digital camera, but for particularly sensitive images he liked to use real film - harder to 
completely destroy, more difficult to duplicate, and it added credence to his story that he was a random, 
slightly insufferable art student. 


He would have liked to walk home with Alan, but basic rule number one was never be seen together - a rule 
that had served Steve well, and a rule that the man Chris was looking for had ignored. He ambled back to his 
apartment - and ambling was about all he could do, with his knee. Alan wasn't home yet, but he texted Steve 
to let him know he was perfectly safe, just took a longer route. Steve rubbed the belly of the motionless Mr. 


Gibson, both in affection and to check for breathing, before proceeding to his homemade darkroom in a former 
closet. He set up his gear and had begun to develop when the door opened. Steve squawked in protest but Alan 
had taken the precaution of turning off the hallway light and slipping in quickly enough to avoid too much light 
penetrating the darkroom. The red light washed over them. 


Alan grinned. What he'd done hadn't been anything overly risky or even interesting - it was certainly no 
burglary or assassination - but it had given him such a rush, like riding a huge wave. He had always been a bit 
of an adrenaline junkie, which had led him nearly to disaster on a few occasions, but then along came Steve - a 
fascinating little fox-man who could kill a man as easy as making a cup of tea - and all of his cravings were 
satisfied. In the red glow of his dark-room, the shadows danced over Steve's face, making him look more than 
a little demonic. 

"That was fun," Alan commented. 

Steve kind of agreed, but he wasn't about to let Alan know that. It would give him ideas. "You did a good job." 
"I've got the gift of blarney" 

"You definitely got lucky.” 

"I try." Less than two steps and he had Steve pinned against the wall. 

"Careful of the photographs," Steve whispered right before Alan kissed him. 

There wasn't much room in the former closet and in order to avoid disturbing the photography supplies, Alan 
had to press impossibly close to Steve, not that either of them minded. Steve moaned when Alan's leg slipped 
between his, grinding up against the growing bulge in his pants. He tangled his hands possessively through 
Alan's hair, nipped at his lower lip, wiggled his hips to get more friction. He loved the familiar feel of his 
boyfriend against him, broad and safe and warm - very warm indeed, with the red glow of the darkroom 
adding to the sense of throbbing heat. He trailed his hands down from Alan's hair to hold him around the 


shoulders, clutching him closer, closer. Alan palmed his hands over Steve's chest, pushing his shirt up to get at 
the sharp bones and hot skin. He felt goosebumps spring up everywhere he ran his hands over. 


"Please - please touch me," Steve whimpered after several long and passionate minutes. 

"I am touching you," Alan teased, palm rubbing over the front of his jeans. 

"You asshole," Steve hissed, nipping at Alan's neck. Alan jumped, sparks skittering over his skin, and chuckled. 
"Put your hands above your head for me?" he asked. 


"Yes," Steve sighed happily, sliding his hands up the cool, hard wall. With one strong hand, Alan pinned both of 
Steve's wrists in a familiar practiced motion. With the other hand, he unzipped Steve's jeans. 


At the first touch of Alan's callused palm against his aching cock, Steve's knees nearly buckled, particularly his 
shaky one. Fortunately, Alan's body pressing against his kept him upright, and he balanced himself almost 
immediately, but still Alan pulled back. 

"You okay?" he asked, concerned. 

"Yeah, yeah, just took me by surprise," Steve said. 

"The knee again? Is it the cold?" 

"I think so, maybe. Can you just-" 

"We can put a hot pad on it later." 

‘lm plenty hot already, thank youl" Steve exclaimed. 

Alan clicked his tongue, chastising. "So impatient today." 

Steve whined, a sound of sheer desperation He struggled, mostly to feel Alan's strength holding him in place. 
"Settle down," Alan whispered into his ear. Steve shivered and moaned when he started stroking him again, 
slowly and teasingly at first, and then faster, pressing together as closely as possible - wouldn't want to mess 
up the developing photographs. Only a few of them were of the car. The rest would not be shown to Mr. 
Squire - they were of a more personal nature. Alan was Steve's favorite subject. 

"Gorgeous," Alan hummea, teeth nipping Steve's earlobe, and Steve nearly squeaked when he came, mostly on 
Alan. Alan loosened his grip on Steve's wrist, and the minute he could slip his hands away, he did, and went 
straight for Alan's pants, which, since he had come straight from the gym, were merely drawstring, and so 
there was very little to stop Steve from getting into them. Alan groaned at the sudden sensation, palms 
flattening against the wall - he hadn't time to lower them. 


"God," he groaned as Steve's nimble hands worked up and down his cock. "Fuck - yeah, babe - right there-" 


Steve kissed him, and kissed him again, and again, and Alan responded until he was so overcome with pleasure 


he could do nothing but bury his head in Steve's shoulder and shudder through the peak of his orgasm. 
"Whew," he joked after a sleepy, sodden minute. "We're going to need a shower.” 
"Yeah, but | don't want to leave my photographs while they're developing," Steve fretted. 


Alan sighed, but fondly. He tucked himself back inside his pants and settled down on the floor to wait. 


counterpoint 


Steve delivered the small packet of photographs to Chris bright and early in the morning. The don flipped 
through them, checking the quality and quantity of information they conveyed. As usual, Steve had done quite 
well. 

"Excellent work," he commented. After that time he had yelled at Steve, mostly unfairly, he was trying to 
makeup for it without explicitly appearing to do so (standards of appearance to maintain, and all). Fortunately, 
Steve understood. 

"Thank you, sir.” 

"Keep your fingers on the pulse at that gym - we want to make sure we can keep a connection to Belew." 
Steve bit his lip. "I'll have to get a membership, then, sir - it's a rather exclusive joint." 

Chris waved a hand. "Keep the credit card | gave you. Use whatever you need and tell me if it's not enough." 
"Yes, sir." Inwardly, he grinned. Alan would be pleased. 

The phone rang then. Squire picked it up and waved his hand. "Dismissed." 

Steve left as quickly as possible, not wanting to overhear the conversation None of his business. 

"Squire speaking," he said. 

"This is Lake," came the voice from the other end. "I need to meet with you." 

"What a coincidence," Chris mused, staring at the photographs in his hand. "| was just about to call you." 

"Do you feel like doing lunch?" 

| think noon will be quite suitable. 

"Very well, then" 


They hung up their phones without saying farewells. Chris wandered through the mansion until he found Rick. 


‘lm going out for lunch at noon | don't need company. | will be meeting with Lake. | suspect we have 


information for each other." 


"And I'm walking the collection beat," Rick informed him. 


Chris thought for a moment. “Take Dave with you." 


"Why?" There were very few people willing to question Don Squire's orders, but the Wake Man was one of 


them. 

| want someone else trained to do it, just in case you vanish again" He kept his tone cool, but Rick knew the 
meaning behind it. Bill had done it in Rick's absence, and he was gone to greener pastures, not coming back. 
Someone was going to have to be promoted-although Rick would have expected Patrick, even after he had let 
Jon escape, or maybe Geoff. The new guy? Hm. 

"What, you don't like Dave?" The comment would be teasing, coming from anyone else. 

"| like Dave just fine." Rick definitely didn't sound defensive. 

"Well then, take him out on collection" 

“All right, then" 

Chris puttered around for the morning, checking over taxes and receipts for his Italian restaurant - which 
served as his flagship business, perfectly legitimate. Finally, it came time to put on his hat and coat and drive 
through the cold He was late getting to the café - unexpected traffic. The bell over the door jangled, but none 
of the café's sleepy lunchtime patrons looked up. Chris' eyes raked over the room and quickly located Lake in 
the correr, clearly having finished his medl. 


"Apologies for my lateness," Chris said offhandedly, removing his coat. "Traffic." 


"Tragic," Lake replied. Frank appeared like magic at their table, and took Chris' order of coffee and a tuna 


sandwich, and Greg's request for a slice of cake. 
"Since you called me, would you like to say your piece first?" Chris offered, 


"Sure," Greg said, and he looked - not nervous, but like he didn't particularly wish to deliver his news. "Well. To 
start, have you ever been to my main club?" 


"Bitches Crystal?" The words dripped distastefully from Chris’ lips. "| can't say | have had the pleasure of 
stepping foot inside. | have heard quite a few things about it, however." 


"lm sure." Greg took a drink of his water. "You are aware of the entertainers?" 
"The dancing boys in cages?" 


"And girls, we've got some gorgeous ladies." He fiddled with his fork, and sensed Chris’ growing impatience. "I'll 


just say it as it is, then | got a call today from the crimson kingpin. He wants me to put Jon on display as a 


dancer in one of the cages." 

Chris squeezed his mug so hard the handle cracked off. 

"| convinced him to wait until the weekend, you know, for the crowds, and | might be able to delay one night if 
the cage he's to be in happens to have an unfortunate accident, but beyond that.." He paused. "| wanted to 
warn you. | can't defy him, he'll shut my operation down, and | can't have that." 


"understand," Chris said, carefully keeping his voice level. 


"If it makes you feel better, the dancers are very well-paid and get thirty-minute breaks in a private back 
lounge," Greg attempted to reassure him. 


Chris sipped silently from his handle-less mug. 

"Im sorry, Greg said quietly. "I know he's doing it just to taunt you. He's a sadistic bastard” 
"| figured” 

"You really have no idea" 


"| really don’t care. If you whore out Jon, even by proxy, lll-" Chris paused. "Well, | was going to threaten to 


whore out your boy, but that would be old hat, wouldn't it?" 

Greg had heard plenty of cracks about Carl before, but it still enraged him - particularly Chris' threat. 
"We'd better come up with a solution pretty quick, then," Greg said coolly. 

"To that end, | have some information" Chris handed Greg the envelope of photographs. The action suddenly 
reminded him of the same unpleasant one he had performed in this same spot, only with Banks in the chair 
across from him. 


“This is Fripp," Greg confirmed. "But who's the other man?" 


"His name is Adrian Belew. He works as a nutritionist or personal trainer or some such thing. | ran a 


background check on him, he's got no criminal record whatsoever. Not even a traffic ticket." 
"Well, that will make things a bit tougher, if he's not in the life." 
"| suggest we attempt to trace this vehicle. And since you've got the most auto-shops on your payroll-" 


"lll ask around." 


"As will |. Try to get an address. We want to know where we can find him." 


"And what will we do once we've found him?" 


"Well, we will have to check with Don Banks,” Chris smirked, "But | say we take a leaf out of the crimson 
kingpin's book." 


"Hm. Not a bad idea. Are we done here?" 


"Yes, | should think so." Chris counted out his cash and left a tip on the table. "Remember. If you know what's 
good for you, you'll keep Jon out of your birdcage." He left the café with his hands in his pockets. 


the first step 


"Keith. Where are you?" Greg said into his phone as he stepped out of the café, watching Squire slouch off into 
the yonder, still fiddling with something in his pocket. 


"Carl and | are in the bookshop ‘round the corner,” came the answer. 


‘lll meet you there. We've got to run an errand." He walked down the neatly-shoveled sidewalk, the red brick 


path crusted with the greys and browns of winter. The shop was warm, and smelled of paper, fresh and 


musty. 


‘What's he gotten?" Greg murmured to Keith as Carl waited at the cash register. 
"Two cookbooks and a collection of erotic photography," Keith replied 

"Erotic photography?" 

"Don't get your hopes up. Its all women 

'| think they're lovely," Carl called back 

Keith and Greg looked at each other and shrugged When Carl had bagged up his purchases, they left together. 


"We need to go over to Lifeson's. I've got a car we need to trace, and his little bookie bitch will probably know 


something. He's got all the numbers." 
"Arent they closed?" Keith wondered. 
"Maybe to the public, but he's probably tinkering with something." 


They drove other to the autoshop, Carl occasionally commenting on his newfound purchases. 


"You think | should start wearing eyeliner?" 

From the front seat, Greg and Keith emitted the same non-committal noise. 

When they arrived at Lifeson's, the door was locked and the sign read ‘Closed, but there was a single car in a 
small side lot - flashy, new. Had to be Lifeson's. Greg withdrew a key from his pocket and opened the front 


door. Landlord's privileges, and all. 


"Lifeson!" he called "You here?" 


"Must be in the back," Keith suggested. 

Carl followed as they made their way to the office where a light was indeed shining out from underneath the 
door. Greg opened the door, which was unlocked. Inside, only Alex was visible, sprawled in his desk chair with his 
head tilted back. It was an elegant moment - an elegant split-second, really. And then Alex responded to the 
intrusion 

"Jesus Chris, Lake!" he roared, face red and breath coming in heavy pants. 

"That's Mr. Lake to you," Keith reminded him. 

"Did you break the fuck in here?" 


| have a key." Greg waved the tiny gold object, currently the bane of Alex Lifeson's existence. "Anyway, it's 
urgent. | need to speak with your bookie. He around?" 


A head, followed by a lanky body, popped up from underneath the desk. "Right here!" 

Alex turned even redder, if that was possible. Keith chuckled. Greg remained all business. 

"Geddy, is it? You keep all the records, don't you?" 

"Most of them. Can | help you?" 

"Yes. | need the name and location of the owner of this car." He handed Geddy the photograph of the car. 
"Let me look" The dark-haired man pulled out a pair of oversized glasses and put them on, heading over to the 
room's computer. Alex stayed firmly behind the desk, posture awkward and stiff. Stiff in more than one way, 
Greg supposed. 

"Getting off during your off-hours?" he said conversationally. 

Lifeson just glared at him. Geddy glanced over from where he was typing. He seemed much less bothered by 
discovery. Keith was noticing the same thing, and wondering if the bookie was the kinky one. It was always the 


quiet ones you had to worry about. 


After a few awkward minutes, Geddy spoke up. "Yeah, this belongs to an Adrian Belew - or at least it did six 


months ago. He lives at..lb West Elm Drive, if this information is correct." 


How wonderfully convenient. He lived on the south side. Greg wouldn't even need a pass to investigate - it was 


his own territory. 


"Thank you, Mr. - Lee, was it?" 

"Yes, sir. Anything else you need?" 

Greg cocked his head to the side, mentally taking a step back. He had always known Lifeson was a good 
enforcer - a bit insubordinate, but he came through when it counted, and was always up for a bit of 
gratuitous violence. You didn't fuck around with an angry Serb, that was for damn sure. But Geddy - Geddy 
was the brains. He could see it now. Greg made a mental note of it and filed the information away for future 


use. 


"No, that's all we need for now. We'll contact you if we need further information" He flicked his head towards 


the door. "We'll see ourselves out" 

"Sure you don't want our host to accompany us?" Keith teased, 
"That's mean," whispered Carl, but he was giggling. 

"Come on, then" 


The three men left, the door clicking shut behind them. Keith, who had the sharpest ears, could hear laughing, 
and then a chair squeaking, and then some other sounds that he did not want to think about too deeply. 


"What's next for us, boss?" he asked. 

"Well, we have to make sure Belew lives where we think he lives, and get an idea of the place." 
"How you wanna go about that?" 

"l'm thinking misdirected delivery boy." 


Keith grinned. "Classic." He himself had pretended to be a confounded pizza man plenty of times before. It was a 
great way to get someone to open a door. "Who's going to play the part?" 


Greg took a moment to think. It wasn't all that complicated a job - just a bit of fact-gathering. Perfect for 
testing out new boys. 


"Cedric and Omar," he declared. 
"From the store?" Keith had doubts. 


"Why not? They're young, could be new to the job. Completely normal for them to go to the wrong house. Call 
them up and give them a briefing." 


"Both of them? Its really a one-man job." 
"| don't think they'll take too well to being separated” 
"Hmm." Keith would have to keep an eye on them. That sounded interesting. "You want to do this tonight 


"Yes. We need to get Fr - the crimson kingpin out of the city as soon as possible, or else come the weekend I'l 
have to put Jon in a cage, and then Squire will try to kill me. Or worse, burn down Bitches Crystal." 


"He can't do that. Too much concrete. Anyway, I'll drop you and Carl off at the house and then go get the 
boys." 


"Good" Greg looked into the backseat and winked at Carl, who giggled. "We'll be waiting.” 
Oh, yeah. Keith was getting laid 

By the time Keith got to the bodega, it was closing time. 

"Omar," he greeted as he strode in the door. 


"Sorry, we're cl-" the young man looked up and saw who he was addressing. "Oh, hello, Mr. Emerson. What can 


|, uh, help you with?" 
Keith leaned against the counter. "Mr. Lake has a job for you and your friend, if you're up for it” 


Omar automatically glanced over to where Cedric had been mopping. Now he was walking up to the counter, 


mop in hand - not quite threateningly, but not innocently either. 
"What kind of job?" Cedric asked. 


"An entry-level position, you could say. Nothing too tough." Keith quickly outlined the task, leaving out 
identifying details. 


Omar and Cedric exchanged a series of communicative glances. Keith didn't know exactly what they were 
communicating, but he could guess. Working in a grocery store day in and day out was no life for young men, 
particularly young men of their caliber. Greg must have seen great potential in them. 

"We'll do it," Cedric said. 


"Good. You got a car?" 


"| do," Omar said. 


"Right. Cedric, you come with me, and Omar, you follow. We got to pick ourselves up an order of Chinese 


before we to go West Elm." 


Cedric followed him, glaring at him suspiciously the whole time. Keith decided he liked the kid. Once they had 


gotten a hot meal in a perfectly inconspicuous delivery package, they switched places in the parking lot. 


"Now, I'll be following behind you the whole way. I'll be idling plenty down the street, but I'll be there. After you 


are dismissed, | will follow you back to the rendezvous point. You remember clearly what the guy looks like?" 
Cedric and Omar nodded. They had seen the photo. Memorized it. 


"Good. Now, l'm sure you don't need the reminder, but - don't get cold feet." He pulled his jacket aside to 
briefly flash his gun. 


"We're good," Cedric assured him. 
"All right. Let's go." 


They had agreed, between them, that Cedric would stay in the car - get an outside view, and anyway, two 


delivery boys were suspicious. 

"You good?" he asked as Omar drove, glancing at Keith's headlights behind him. 

"Yeah." 

"We don't have to." 

| want to." 

"All right then" 

They pulled up to lb West Elm after several tense minutes and Omar hopped out, clutching a stapled paper bag 
full of chicken chow mein. He rang the doorbell of the not-quite-ritzy, but still quite nice, townhouse. A slim 


man, with a hairline that was vaguely thinking about starting to recede, answered the door. He recognized this 


man as the man from the photograph. 

"Hello?" said Adrian Belew. 

"Hi. You called for delivery?" Omar was a natural actor. 
"Um..no, sorry. You've probably got the wrong address." 


"Damn, | bet | do. Well, since I'm here, you sure | cant entice you with some chow mein?" He shook the bag 


enticingly. 

Adrian laughed. "Sorry, but no thanks." 

"Worth a shot. Sorry to disturb you. Have a nice night." 

"You too." Adrian closed the door. 

Omar trotted back down the steps to the car. 

"Next time, you should wear a little paper hat," Cedric commented. 


"Shut up," Omar laughed, smacking his friend in the arm. They met Keith back at the so-called rendezvous 
point - the back lot of the bodega. 


"Not a bad job," Keith complimented them. "What did you find out?" 
"Well, Belew definitely lives there," Omar said. 


"Is a Townhouse, and you wont be able to reach it from the sides," Cedric said. "I'm guessing they have little 
fenced-in gardens in the back. And of course, you saw the front. Pretty exposed.” 


"Good, good. That's what | wanted to know." Keith rubbed his hands together, warding off the night chill. He had 


forgotten gloves again "I'll tell DonLake, we'll see if there's any work for you in the future." 


They said their goodbyes and left in different directions. When Keith got home, there was a hot meal on the 
table. 


"Carl, you are a wonder," Keith sighed happily, pecking him on the cheek before the three of them sat down to 
eat. Keith told Greg everything that had happened. After he was done talking, Greg got up. In the middle of a 


meal. That alone showed Keith how serious the situation was. 


‘lm calling Banks and Squire. We need to put a plan together right away." He grabbed his glass of wine, thought 


a moment, and took the entire bottle as well. 
"But what about the dessert?" Carl asked. 
"Start without me." 


"But what about the sex?" 


Greg turned back in the doorway, heat in his eyes. "Don't start without me." 


old dogs 


"Well, that's settled, then" 
Tony turned to face Mike, who stood in the doorway of the study. 

"What's settled?" 

"Tomorrow, we're going to snatch Belew on his way to work Well, not we. You, and Wakeman, and Emerson’ 
j 

"OF course. Squire and Lake asked for you especially" Tony smiled. "The name of Mike Rutherford is worth big 
money on the streets, dont you know?" They think if you're on the team that takes Belew, Fripp will be more 
likely to acquiesce to our requests, due to the fear of what you might do to his boyfriend" 

"Ive got such a reputation?" Mike put a hand on his chest, mostly in jest. "m not a rabid animal’ 


"You are when you're angry." 


That much Mike knew to be true. To distract himself from the shame, he fretted about Tony. "You should be 
in bed." 


"You should take me to bed" 


The week was up, Mike knew. Down to the hour. And he knew that things stood a good chance of going quite 
wrong tomorrow. If there was an argument among the dons - if the crimson kingpin didn't react like he was 


supposed to - if - 
"Yes," Mike said, voice deep and slow. "I suppose | should" 


Tony could walk up the stairs on his own, but Mike held on to him anyway. There was a time once - and 
perhaps it would come again - when they would have been tearing each others’ clothes off and scrambling 


madly for the bed, but they were older now. Things moved at a slower pace. 


Mike unbuttoned Tony's shirt, sliding it carefully down over his arms and dropping gentle kisses along his 
shoulders. The don shivered, his good hand coming up to tug at Mike's tie. Mike took the hint and removed it, 
and his own shirt for good measure. Then he decided that twenty-two seconds was too many seconds away 


from Tony's flesh, and he stepped closer, kissing Tony, running his hands down the subtle muscles of his back. 


Tony hissed. Mike stopped "Are you-" 


"No, no. That's good. That's very good" They kissed again, lost minutes. Finally, Tony spoke again, voice hot and 
deep. 


‘lm afraid l'm still a bit out of commission, with my broke shoulder and all," he apologized, "but I'm sure | can 


think of a way to make up for it" 
He sank to his knees. 
"Tony - you don't have to-" 


"But | want to," he replied, grinning up at Mike with a vaguely feral look in his eyes. "And the wolf of the north 
side gets what he wants. Could you help me with this, please?" He tapped Mike's belt buckle. Mike obediently 


unclicked it. 


"Thank you," Tony whispered, arching up to nuzzle over Mike's stomach. To kiss his scars. He could feel Mike's 
muscles tensing beneath his tender touch. 


Beautiful, beautiful, he thought, but he kept those words inside, buried them deep. He might let them out in 
the dark He might express them with his touch. 


The sound of the zipper filled the room, and Mike shimmied his hips and stepped out of his trousers, bare and 
belonging completely to the man on his knees. By now Mike was achingly hard and Tony ran his tongue up the 
underside of his cock, testing, tasting, tempting. He spread his legs a little to stabilize himself and ran his good 
hand up and over Mike's torso, fingers delicately tracing the raised spots and slashes. Tony loved Mike's scars. 
Hadn't gotten a good look at them in years. Never touched them. He slid his mouth over Mike's cock, slowly 
adjusting. It had been awhile, but his body remembered old tricks, even if Mike was joyously new. 


Mike's hands had automatically slid into Tony's thick curls, but when he had realized it, he pulled them out 
immediately, resting them gently on top of Tony's head vaguely awkwardly. He didn't quite know yet where Tony 
might end and the don would begin. 

Tony stopped sucking his cock long enough to glare up at him and put Mike's hands back in his hair. 


"I like it," Tony declared, and when right back to pleasuring Mike. 


"Fuck," Mike hissed, letting Tony play his body like a sonata. He had never allowed himself to imagine - but if he 
had, the reality would far surpass it. 


And then he couldn't think, as blissfully blank whiteness screamed through his mind. 


It was only when his thoughts cleared and Tony stood shakily that Mike felt a roughness in his throat and 


realized his mind hadn't been the only thing screaming. 


"Tony," he gasped, catching his breath. "What do you - what can |-" 


"Your hands," Tony replied. "God, | want to feel your hands on me." He wondered what they would feel like, 
those hands that could break a man's neck, those hands that had carried him home. 


"Yeah." Mike led Tony to the bed, laid him down gently, making sure not to jostle his shoulder. he spread out 
over him, divesting his boss of his trousers and throwing them carelessly to the floor before kissing Tony 
again, deep and sweet, as one hand slid down his chest to grip his cock. 

Tony broke the kiss to moan, his hips arching off the bed. Mike took the opportunity to press sharp, biting 
kisses along Tony's collarbone, in secret spots he knew would be covered be a perfectly starched shirt and suit 
in the morning. Tony raised his good arm, dug his fingernails in Mike's back, scratched them down, left his 
mark. He spread his legs a bit more, giving Mike all sorts of thoughts for the future. 

"God when did you get so good with your hands?" 

"Misspent youth with Ant," Mike chuckled, and for the first time, the mention of his name didn't hurt. 

"I knew it!" Tony gasped. "I - |-" 


"Very good, sir," Mike purred into his ear. 


Once Tony had come down from his orgasm, he smacked Mike gently upside the head. "What did | tell you 


about calling me sir." 

"Sorry, sir. Old dogs." 

"You're not old. At least, | hope you're not" Tony yawned. "Because if you're old, what does that make me?" 
Positively decrepit." 

"God forbid" Tony propped an extra pillow beneath him. Sleeping on his back was still too painful. Mike curled up 


next to him, long limbs flopping every which way. He settled an arm cheerfully over Tony's chest and together, 


they waited for dawn. 


counterstrike 


Early morning. West Elm was silent, save for the careful, calculated motions of three men. At one end, the 
Wake Man say quietly at the wheel of an idling car, eyes focused for his cue. On the lawn next to the target's 
- a long belonging to a couple conveniently on vacation - Keith Emerson puttered about with a pair of hedge- 
trimmers. And up the sidewalk ambled Mike Rutherford, walking a mild-tempered pitbull on a leash, generously 


lent to him by Steve. Her name was Dolly, for reasons Steve refused to explain 

Grabbing someone off the street in broad - if blurry - daylight was generally something to be avoided, but 
this was an emergency. Mike stopped and let Dolly mark a piece of - probably expensive - nearby shrubbery 
as her territory. 


"Good girl," he encouraged. The door opened. 


He glanced up casually. Adrien Belew had a small duffle bag slung over his shoulder. He looked to be without a 
care in the world. Mike looked over at Keith, who nodded, and gave the signal to Rick. 


As Wakeman pulled the car up to the curb, Mike and Keith leaped onto Belew. He must have been trained in 
some sort of martial art, because Adrian managed twist out of Keith's grip, duck, throw a particularly sharp 
elbow into Mike's ribcage, and even sprint a few steps away. But Mike was bigger and stronger, and it was 
easy enough for him to get an arm around Belew's torso and one around his neck, silencing him. Keith opened 
the door and Mike fell in, still wrestling a bit with the squirming Belew. He whistled once, and Dolly hopped in 
the car after them. Keith slammed the door and Rick peeled out of West Elm as carefully and quickly as 
possible. 

Belew stopped kicking once Keith put a gun to his head. 

If you sit down and shut up and do what we say, you won't get hurt," Keith growled. 

Adrian glared right back at him. “The hell do you want?" 

"We just have a few favors to ask your boyfriend,” Keith explained. 

"If you cooperate, we'll let you go," Mike said, tone kept gentle. 


"You could start by letting me out of the chokehold," Adrian suggested. 


Mike and Keith traded glances. "Keep the gun on him," Mike said, dropping his arms. He grabbed Belew's bag and 
started sorting through it. Nothing dangerous, but he kept it anyway. 


"Can | have my soy nuts?" 


"What?" Mike and Keith asked in confused unison. It was a moment of brotherhood. 
Adrian sighed, vaguely annoyed. "My soy nuts. They're in the side pocket of my bag. l'm hungry.’ 


Mike rustled around until he located a recycled sandwich baggie filled with brown bumps. They looked suspicious 


to Keith, but not in a criminal way. 

"The fuck are those?" Keith growled. "Some sort of rabbit food or some shit?" 

"Soy nuts. Excellent source of protein" 

"Steak has protein" 

"Yeah, but you wouldn't eat it for breakfast” Adrian looked at Keith. "Oh god, you would" 
"Boys, let's not fight," said Rick from the front seat. 


"Just to make sure you don't try anything - hold out your wrists, please," Mike requested politely. Adrian 
complied and Mike cuffed him with a pair of zip ties. 


"Are these really necessary?" Adrian asked. 


"Just until we get you properly secured. If your elbow hurt that much, I'd rather not risk your fists." 


"What, little of me a threat to a big strong thug like you?" 
Mike would have taken the very slight insult, but for some reason Keith wouldn't. 


"Thug? Fuck no, man. I'm a thug. He's Mike Rutherford. Went to a hoity toity private school and everything. 


He's a real class act, y'see." 


"There's no better place to learn fighting or fucking than on a campus with eight hundred teenage boys, is all 
I'm saying." Mike grinned lazily, but with an edge. Wisely, Keith did not needle him further. 


Rick drove them back to Squire's mansion, where Chris had kindly agreed to hold Mr. Belew, as Lake didn't have 
the room and Banks was still recovering from his injury. They brought him through a side entrance, down into 
the well-furnished basement, and right into a cage, meant to hold a person of average, athletic size while 

dangling from a ceiling. This one was on the ground, but still secure. Greg had volunteered it for the operation 


"Seriously?" Adrian asked in disbelief. 


"We need to keep you secure, and |, for one, didn't want you to have your wrists bound any longer than 


necessary," Mike said. "Now if you'll please get in" 


"There's enough room for you to sit, stand, lie down, or dance," Keith said, having long since memorized the 


spiel of Bitches Crystal. "The floor is a bit padded” 

Reluctantly, Adrian entered the cage and held his hands out between the bars as Keith locked the cage. There 
had been, at one point, a release from inside the cage, but Greg had had it disabled for this specific purpose. 
Mike cut the ties off of Belew's wrists. 

"You'll have guards on you at all times," Rick informed him. "And of course, there are the cameras." He pointed 
to the cameras of the saferoom, where indeed, there were security cameras. He walked over to the wall and 
pressed the intercom button. "Send Steve down. We've got Belew. And the little dog, too." 

Mr. Hackett, on loan from Tony, came traipsing obediently down the stairs. Rick handed him Dolly's leash. 


"l'Il be just upstairs," he murmured quietly. "You're aware of everything? Comfortable?" 


"Completely," Steve said, seating himself on the chair across from the cage. As the others left the basement, 
he flicked on the television. 


"Any requests?" he politely offered. 
"Anything but MTV," Adrian groused. 


And so his watch began. 


ultimatum 


The Crimson Kingpin had awoken at dawn, sensing that something was not right. 

There was a knock at his door. "Sir? Bad news." Robert frowned. If Levin said it was bad, then bad it was. 

Ill be right out” He dressed quickly, but impeccably. Starched shirt. Suit and tie. Cufflinks. It was all in the 
details. He opened the door to find Tony gone. He followed the invisible trail to the study, where his second-in- 
command was sitting at the computer. At his computer. 

"What are you doing?" he asked sharply. It would not do for his men to overstep their boundaries. 


‘Sorry, sir. It's an emergency. Mr. Belew did not show up at work this morning." 


Not a single twitch broke Robert's cool mask, although just beneath the surface a bomb had gone off. "He's 
contacted nobody?" 


"No, sir. 

"Have you checked the GPS?" 

‘lm going that right now. Its zoning right in" Each and every morning, without fail, Adrian strapped on his 
sports watch, a fancy gift from his paramour, which contained within it all sorts of gizmos and gadgets - one 
of which was a tracking device. 

Robert stood next to Tony as the map zoomed closer and closer to the blinking red dot. 

"Son of a bitch," Robert swore. 

"Sir? Do you recognize the address?" 

"He's at Squire's house." 

Before either of them could say anything, the phone rang. Robert composed himself. 

"Fripp speaking." 

"Hello, Mr. Fripp." How he detested Tony Banks’ voice. "It's not too early for you, is it?" 


"Not at all," Robert replied, forcing his polite fagade to the forefront of his voice. 


"Good. | was wondering if perhaps you would like to join me and two of my friends for breakfast. At a litle 


café, Frank's, in the center of town. Do you know where it is?" 

"Yog" 

"Good. See you in thirty minutes." Banks hung up before Fripp could. 

"We're going out for breakfast," Fripp informed Tony. 

"Sir?" 

"They're almost certainly got Adrian, and now they want something from me. What, I'm not sure." 
"Money?" 

"Could be. It doesn't matter. They may be working together, but I've got the trump card. Maybe Banks and 
Lake feel they have nothing else to lose, but as long as I've got Anderson, I've got Squire." He strode over to 
the wall and pressed the intercom button. "Bill, would you please come to my office." 

A moment later, Bruford showed up, golden curls still tousled from sleep. "Yes, boss?" he yawned. 


"Tony and | are going out. You and Peter stay here and watch Anderson like a hawk" 


Bill nodded and trudged down to the kitchen, where the enticing scent of coffee filled the air. Jon stood at the 


stove, putting together an omelet. 

"Morning," Bill greeted. 

"Good morning," Jon replied, congenially enough. 

"Is that coffee you're making?" Bill asked as casually as possible. 
"Yeah. You want me to make you a mug?" 

"Please," Bill nearly begged. Jon laughed. 

"Late night?" 

"Just the usual. You know how it is." 


As if summoned by the promise of fresh coffee, but more likely sent by Robert, Peter popped his head in 
"Uh, | smelled-" 


"Yes, you can have some too," Jon sighed. Over the hum of the coffeemaker, he could hear the front door 


clang shut. 


When the Crimson Kingpin arrived at the café, his entrance was heralded by an icy blast of wind. The three 
dons were already seated at a table in the corner, and none of them had brought their seconds with them. 


He sat at the chair that had been left for him. Tony, rather than suffer the indignity of having to drag over a 
spare chair or awkwardly stand, went outside for a smoke - and to watch the door. Bless him, Fripp thought 
briefly, before setting his mind to the task in front of him. 

"Good morning," Barks said, pleasantly enough for a man who still had an extra hole in him. 

"Good morning," Robert replied. "Nice to see you all again. Especially you, Gregory." He didn't quite wink at Lake, 
but it was a close call. "Nice of you to invite me for a meal out. The house gets so crowded, you know. Far too 
many boys. I'm sure you can relate." 

"Indeed," Banks said breezily. "We also have something you might be interested in" 

"Someone, rather," Lake added. "Goes by the name of Adrian. Rather skinny lad. You know him?" 

"Yeah, | know him. He's skinny because he runs. You know how it is. Or - well, maybe you don't" 


Real clever, Lake thought to himself. 


"I do hate to be so inelegant about this, but you see - we currently have Adrian in our custody," Banks 


explained. 
"Your custody? The three of you are friends now?" inquired the crimson kingpin 


"Fire-forged, you could say," Squire spoke up. "And we are all of the opinion that your presence is no longer 


beneficial to us - or to the city." 

"So the city is your priority now, Squire?" Fripp asked, grinning like a snake. 

"It always was." 

"Our request is simple," Tony said. "You vacate the city immediately. You take your direct employees with you. 


You withdraw your influence from all matters, including those criminal, financial, and municipal. You make 


restorative payments to the three of us - we have numbers drawn up if you'd like to see. And you stay out 


of the city. Permanently." 


"What is my reward for complying?" 


"Mr. Belew will be set free." 
"And if | choose not to comply?" 
Tony smiled. "Mr. Rutherford will return Adrian to you." 


The cold air Robert had let in seemed to return. "You make a compelling argument," he said slowly. "But do you 


forget, Mr. Squire, that | have your young horticultural friend?" 
Chris clenched his jaw, but before he could respond, Tony broke in, voice smooth and diplomatic as ever. 
"You have twenty-four hours to make your choice. After that, there will be consequences." 


Fripp grinned. "Same to you, gentlemen" He tipped his hat and strode out the door, where Levin was waiting. 


They headed for home. 


Jon looked down proudly at his handiwork. Bill and Peter lay slumped over the kitchen table, unconscious but - 
Jon quickly checked their pulses - very much alive. He grinned. Showed how much the crimson kingpin knew 
about flowers and subtropical species of dwarf tree. Blend the right ingredients from the correct sources and 
you could achieve any effect you wanted - in this case, a powerful and fast-acting sleeping draught. And Mr. 
Fripp had been so generous, letting order pots and pots of plants, just to keep him busy. 

But there was no time to gloat. Jon had no idea when the others would be back. He grabbed his coat, wrapped 
a scarf around his neck, and slipped out the back door. He walked calmly and casually through the tidy, tiny 
garden - he would miss that - hopped the adorable picket fence, and stepped onto the sidewalk. 


Once he crossed the street, he broke into a run. 


In the café, the three men lingered tensely. 
"Belew is secure?" Greg asked. 


"Yes. And according to Don Banks' employee Steve, quite pleasant company,” Chris replied. "| wonder what a nice 


man like him sees in Fripp." 
"The crimson kingpin can be quite charming," Greg shrugged. 


"Besides, he's rich," Tony said dryly. The other two chucked, but it subsided quickly. The café was pleasant and 


warm. Maybe when this was all over, they could come here once in a while for drinks. As friends. 
It was a funny little thought. 


Chris gestured for the bills, and Frank brought three separate checks. Greg left first, then Tony, then 
Christopher Squire. 


In his car, Tony's phone rang. He didn't need to look to know who it was. 
"If Fripp kills Anderson, we're all fucked," came Greg's voice through the speaker. 


"I know," Tony replied, glancing over at Mike, who was looking vaguely worried at the wheel. "All we can do at 


this point is hope for the best. Make sure you're ready in case Squire strikes." 
Greg hung up without saying goodbye. 


There was a time once when Jon thought the jangling bell over the door of The Flower Shop was charming, but 
not it just made him jump. 


"We're closed for lunch!" came Mr. Fogarty's voice in the back. 

"Even for old friends?" Jon called back. 

There was a thump, and the old man came shuffling out as fast as he could 

"Jonny-boy!" he gasped. "What are you doing here?" 

"I can't really explain right now, but | need a phone," Jon said. 

"You got men looking for you?" 

Jon shrugged sheepishly. 

"As usual," Mr. Fogarty sighed. "Well, come on into the back room" He shoved Jon around the counter and into 
the office. Jon dialed the old-fashioned rotary phone. He had memorized the number long ago. He just hoped it 
was still connected. 

Rick answered. 


"Hello?" 


"It's me. Jon" 


"Jesus! Jon! Where are you - are you all ri-" 
"| got out. l'm in The Flower Shop. Do you think you can come get me?" 


"| can't right now - the house is on lockdown, we've got a cash cow in the basement, they need me here. But | 


can send someone to escort you to - where are you trying to get to, anyway?" 
"Home," Jon said in a tiny voice. 

There was a pause. Then - 

lm sending Dave to come get you. He'll bring you home safe." 

"Thank you, Rick," Jon whispered. "And. Uh. Who's Dave?" 


Dave - "The Knife - turned out to be a tall and incredibly angular man with a scar over one of his 


mismatched eyes. Jon had never met him, but Rick trusted him, and Jon trusted Rick. 

"Jon Anderson?" he was asked by the somewhat imposing man. 

"That's me," Jon piped. 

"Well, | didn't think it was him." He jerked his head towards Mr. Fogarty. Then his unsettling gaze snapped back 
to Jon and flicked up and down, over his body. Sizing him up. But why? Jon obviously wasn't a threat. Or - not 
a physical threat, anyway, Jon realized. 

Dave was sleeping with Rick. 

Jon giggled and filed that away to think about later, in triplicate. Dave handed him a hat. 

"Pull it down, but not too far, or you'll look suspicious," The Knife instructed. "I parked out back. You'll have to 
go on the floor, I'm afraid" Jon nodded. He understood Wouldn't do to have someone spot him through the 


windows. 


The cold air bit at them as they stepped outside, but Jon thought he could taste a bit of dawning springtime 


in the air. 


the end (or maybe the beginning, or middle) 


The Crimson Kingpin had very good instincts, and the minute he stepped over his home threshold, they all 
started screaming that something was wrong. 


The back door was unlocked. It had been locked when he had left. 
Tony noticed, too. "Peter?" he called out, voice ringing. There was no response. 


"We'll search the house, bottom to top," Fripp said briskly. They started with the kitchen, and their search 
ended abruptly. 


"Peter!" Tony cried, going straight to the form slumped over the table. He felt for a pulse, and upon locating 


one, allowed himself to breathe again. 

"Anderson must have done this," Robert said, mostly to himself. He checked to make sure Bill was still alive - 
he was, the dumbass - and then took quick stock of the scene. Bits of dried coffee ringed the inner edges of 
mugs that sat abandoned in front of both men. The weapon of choice, he supposed. 


"We've got to find him," Fripp said, beginning to feel structure crumbling away beneath his feet. 


"Are you serious?" Tony barked. "We need to get hi - them to a hospital. God only knows what Jon pumped into 
their system." 


"Did you just give me an order?" Robert hissed, his icy voice perhaps not as menacing as it once was. 
"Anderson was our last bargaining chip and we lost him," Tony sighed. "Face it. We gambled and we lost." 


Robert glared and then looked down at the table. He gave a handful of Bill's curls a vicious tug, and the man 
stirred. 


"Whatever Anderson gave them, it was probably all-natural," Fripp muttered. It was, in its own way, an 
admission of defeat. After all, the triad had Belew. Adrian Lake had even been so kind as so send him a 
photograph of the caged man. An actual cage, Fripp had rolled his eyes, which drama queen had come up with 
that? 


He tried to stop himself from wondering what sort of condition Mike Rutherford would return Adrian in. 
"Call a doctor for these two," he finally said. peter had started making small sounds, and Tony idly rested a 


hand on his head. "And then call a van. We'll pack up the personal stuff. The rest can be shipped later. Unless 
they burn the house down" 


| don't think anyone will burn this place down, it's too fancy," Peter mumbled. 

"Peter?" Tony knelt by his side, examining his pupils, presumably. "How do you feel?" 

"Tired," he responded. "And thirsty. | can't believe | fell the hell asleep after drinking a cup of coffee." 
"Not your fault," Robert grumbled. 

"Where are we going?" Tony asked quietly as he got Peter a glass of water. "Rockville?" 

"Be serious, Levin," Fripp chided. "Page has a lead grip on that city. No, no. We'll go south." 

"South?" Tony blinked. "I've heard of the boss down there.. 


Robert snorted. "The Willcox woman? No trouble at all. Now, go make that call. I'll make mine." 


Christopher Squrie was shuffling papers in his study, desperately trying to busy his mind but his thoughts 
kept running back to traffic calculations and Dave's trustworthiness. 


The phone rang. 
"Squire speaking," he answered. 
"This is Fripp," came the drawl. "My associates and | have decided to accept your offer." 


"Good," Chris replied, unsmiling. "If you keep your end of the deal, we will honor ours. But ! suggest you work 


quickly. Mr. Rutherford is quite upset that you had a bullet put into Don Banks." 

The smoky shadow of Rutherford's rage blanketed the both of them. 

"You'll have your proof at the appointed time," Fripp agreed. "But | want to speak with Mr. Belew first." 
Downstairs, Chris heard a door. 

"You'll have o take that up with my second,” Chris said politely. "I'm sure you can locate the number. | have 
business to take care of now, so if you'll kindly please fuck off" He slammed down the receiver just as Jon 
walked into the study. 


The two men froze, staring at each other. 


Jon drank in the sight of Chris, his shoulders relaxing a bit as the feeling of safe and home, feelings he hadn't 


known for far too long, washed over him. And Chris held himself very still, eyes quietly and frantically 
searching for any sign of injury. He wanted to rise -to leap over his desk like some giant predator-cat, but he 
couldn't assume Jon wanted that too. Maybe he had only returned for his belongings. Or because he had 
nowhere else to go. Or else he'd come to collect on everything Chris owed him. Perhaps he was going to leave 
the city. Chris wouldn't blame him. 

"Jon," he rasped. He coughed to clear his throat and strengthen his words. "You look..well.” 

"You Too," Jon replied. "Only..you haven't been sleeping enough, have you?" 

Chris grinned. "You can always tell, cant you." 


"| suppose." 


Jon scuffed his feet against the floor, and glanced down. Chris allowed himself a twitch of a grin. Then he slid 


his own gaze aside. 

"So, | can-" 

In four steps, Jon had crossed the room and crawled onto the desk, and kissed him. 

Chris gasped, and his hands automatically flew to cradle Jon's face, and card through his hair. It was swift, and 
frantic, each man reassuring himself that the other was there, was really there, that he hadn't changed and 
wouldn't be snatched away. 

‘lm so sorry," Chris breathed when he was able to pull himself away. "I'm so sorry, Jon" 

"No," Jon whispered. "You don't have to-" 

"| do," Chris looked down, and Jon touched their foreheads together. They stayed there in silence a moment. "I 
should have been there for you and | - | wasn't. | was blinded by greed, and ambition, and - and - and fear, 


and | lost sight of the only thing that matters and god, Jon, I'm so sorry-" 


"And | shouldn't have left when things got hard," Jon cut him off. "And | definitely shouldn't have slept with 


Peter." He paused. "Or Rick" Another pause. "I'm very sorry." 
"Rick too?" Chris laughed. "Well, no matter. He's enthralled with the new guy, Dave." 


"The creepy knife dude, how romantic," Jon giggled, and Chris kissed him again. This time it was slow and tender 


and sweet. Chris had missed how soft Jon's lips were. 


‘lm afraid I've knocked around your desk," Jon blushed. Chris was usually so meticulous - liked everything to 


be in its proper place. Papers, left side. Phone, right side. Car, garage. Jon, home. 


Chris shrugged. "I imagine it must not be very comfortable for you. Shall we adjourn?" 


"We shall.” Jon made to clamber off the desk, but Chris beat him to the punch, rising and sweeping Jon up into 
his arms as easily as one might lift a giggling cloud 


"Why Christopher!" Jon threw his arms around his lover's shoulders and gave him a smacking smooch on his 
cheek - ridiculous, as he intended. Chris merely grinned quietly and walked out of the study, down the hall, and 
up the stairs. Jon kicked his heels along the way. 


When they reached the master bedroom, Chris went to deposit Jon gently onto the bed, but the small man 
grabbed him by his starched shirt collar and dragged him down too. Chris landed directly on top of Jon, a 
familiar and comfortable weight. He leaned down to kiss him, and Jon arched up his whole body to meet him, 
rubbing his hips up against whatever part of Chris he could get to. Their tongues danced together as the two 
of them did - Chris teasingly, Jon eagerly, back and forth. Jon moaned. Chris caught the sound and returned it 
as a growl. He dragged his teeth over Jon's lips, and Jon untucked Chris’ shirt so he could rake his blunt nails 


down Chris‘ back. 
"I've never seen this shirt," Chris commented. 
"The crimson kingpin had Bill go out and buy it for me," Jon said. "I didn't have-" 


Chris tore it off him and flung it aside, buttons still bounding into the corners. He unbuckled Jon's belt with as 
much gentleness as he hadn't had for the shirt, slid his trousers off carefully, slowly unwrapped Jon like a 
delicate, expensive gift. Then he took his own shirt off and Jon spread his hand s up Chris‘ thigh, aiming for 
the growing bulge in his trousers. He stopped, surprised, when he felt a whisper of metal in one pocket. 


Jon froze. "Is that-?" 


Chris withdrew the necklace and let it swing from his cradled fist. The stone caught the deep rays of the 


evening sun. "If you still want it..." 


"Oh, | do, | do," he whispered. Jon scrunched up on his knees, turned his back to Chris, gathered his hair away 
from his neck. With greatest reverence, Chris slid the necklace over Jon's skin and shut the clasp with an 
audible click. He settled the jewelry on Jon's skin, and then trailed soft, worshipful kisses over Jor's slim 


shoulders, hands tracing down his spine. 


Jon shivered and turned around, wrapping himself around Chris again, twining their tongues together. Slowly, 
carefully, Chris coaxed Jon down again, spread him like butter over the bedsheets, and kissed his way down 
Jon's body, pausing along the way to lathe his tongue over Jon's nipples, grinning at every gasp of breath and 
twitch of muscle. He nuzzled his nose into Jon's navel, and then looked up, locked eyes with Jon, and slid his 


cock into his mouth. 


Jon gasped, hands grasping at the bedsheets, hips held down by Chris’ strong hands. The don grinned to 
himself, pleased at the noises he drew out of Jon, playing him like a Stradivarius. He slowly took Jon's entire 
length, and then slid off, tongue swirling around the very tip, teasing as Jon babbled and begged. 


"P-please-" 

Chris looked up and hummed. "What's that? Speak up, Jon" 

"Please, | - | want you inside me," Jon whispered. 

Chris pressed a kiss to his hipbone, and slid up the bed. "l'm amenable." 


He reached into the bedside table and pulled out a bottle of lubricant, liberally slicked up his fingers, and slid 
them down, and slowly in. Jon sighed, and wiggled, and spread his legs. Chris had never much liked the idea that 
hands were a prelude to cock, and had spent many nights simply fingering Jon until he was a writhing, sobbing, 
thrice-satisfied mess. But tonight, Chris wanted to be as close to Jon as two people could get, and he knew his 
lover felt the same. 


lm ready, I'm ready," Jon assured Chris some long minutes later, hot and wet and aching. 
"Are you sure?" Chris asked, voice rough. 
"Yes, l'm sure," Jon hissed. 


"Very good." Chris slid his hands beneath Jon's thighs and pulled him close, slowly entering him. God, he was 
tight. 


Jon moaned as Chris slid his cock into him, and he scraped his nails down Chris’ back, eliciting a kiss from the 
larger man. Jon ran his fingertips over the scratch mark, hot slashes running down the broad and muscular 
back. He tilted his hips, causing Chris to be pulled forward - right into prime kissing range. And kiss they did, 
Chris’ hands sliding to Jon's wrist, pinning them firmly down before he changed his mind and interlace his 
fingers with Jon's. he rocked his hips back and forth as Jon wrapped his legs around his waist. 


| missed you," Chris whispered, an admission of weakness that could only be made behind locked and guarded 


doors. 
| missed you too," Jon replied. "And | - | - ah!" 


There was no more talking after that. They didn't need words - their bodies spoke for them. Jon twisting his 
head up to dig his teeth into Chris' shoulder, marking his territory. Chris rolling his hips, dropping a bit more 
control, letting loose another fraction of his strength. And so they flowed together until at last, they reached 


their ecstatic crescendo and then collapsed, sweaty and exhausted, the necklace caught between them. 


That night, across town, Keith Emerson's phone rang. He blindly stuck out his hand to grab it - managing to hit 
first a water-glass, then a lamp, and then GregLake. 


"Hello?" he groaned into the device. As Alex Lifeson talked at him from the other end, he slowly perked up. 


"Greg!" he hissed, reaching across Carl and shaking the don's shoulder. Greg, though still worn out from the 
marathon bout of shagging the three of them had got up to earlier, woke up immediately. 


"It had better be important" 

'Lerxst just called Something went down on the docks. 

Greg sat bolt upright. "What happened?" 

Carl stirred. "Mmm?" 

"Not sure, but they fished two bodies from the water, and a bag of merch has gone missing. 
"God damn," Greg sighed, and swung his legs off the bed. "I guess we better get going” 

"To the docks?" Carl yawned. "Now?" 

"Yeah, babe," Keith apologized, pressing his lips to Carl's forehead. "Sorry: 


"Stok. Just make sure to wrap up warm." He rolled over ad kissed Greg. "If you get back late enough, I'll make 


breakfast." 


"Hopefully we'll be back before then," Greg said, pulling on his shoulder holster. Keith, too, dressed and armed in 
silence, and they left together, leaving Carl safe and snug in the great big bed. 


Don Banks wasn't asleep when his phone went off. The pain of his healing shoulder had kept him awake, and he 
hated the way painkillers made him feel. Fuzzy. Far too out of it. He answered before the noise woke Mike, who 
was slumbering beside him. 


"Hello?" as he listened to the report, he raked his fingers through Mike's hair. "Yes. | see. Thank you for 
notifying me" He hung up without pleasantries and thought for a moment. 


Mike needed sleep. Tony decided not to send him out juts yet - he could always do that later. Instead, he called 
Phil. 


Kate was all too used to phone calls in the dead of night. It was all a part of her life, now. She figured it would 


make having a kid easier, if she ever decided to spawn. 

"How bad is it?" she answered the call, only to realize that it was Phil's phone. Whoops. 

"Kate?" Evidently, Don Banks was thrown off-groove as well. 

"Ah - yes?" 

| need to speak with Phil." 

‘Oh, sure." Kate rustled the tiny man. "Phill Wake up. Your boss is on the phone." 

Phil mumbled something into the phone, and sat up as he listened. "All right. Okay. I'll do it. Right away, sir." 
"Sir?" Kate yawned and stretched. "Must be serious." 

"It is. | gotta get down to the docks." 

"Need backup?" 


Phil looked at the lithe woman, stretched out lion-like on the 1499 bedsheets. He was probably going to hell for 
this. Well, it was a hell of a ride. "Grab your boots, babe." 


Kate grinned. 


"Where are you off to?" Jon sat up groggily, awakened by Chris‘ movements. 
"| have to go take care of things. There's been a big to-do down on the docks." 


Outside the window, it was dark. Just before dawn. "Oh." This had happened, before. A whole bunch. Chris would 


leave, and when he came back, he'd be a little more gone, and a little more each time, and - 
"You're thinking too loudly." Chris dropped a kiss to Jon's forehead. "Ill be back." 
"All of you?" 


"All of me. | swear." 


Jon smiled. Chris smiled. 

"Go back to bed, love." 

"But what about you?" 

Chris paused on his way out the door. He grinned and turned back. 


"Ain't no rest for the wicked" 


